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After midnight on Monday November 5th 2018, a woman in Boston reported that she had been 
raped by her Uber driver while being driven home from her birthday celebration at a karaoke bar.1 
According to the report the woman had been drinking, and the male driver drove off of his route onto a 
one-way road, where he parked, moved to the back seat where his passenger was, and proceeded to 
rape her. Since there was no video evidence of the encounter, the case essentially came down to the 
contradicting claims of the prosecutrix, who claimed that the sex was not consensual, and the 
defendant, who claimed that the sex was consensual. This case highlights not only the difficulty of 
prosecuting cases involving sexual violence, which typically are of an intimate nature and lack witnesses, 
but the specific problem of the prevalence of sexual crimes committed by Uber and other rideshare 
drivers which remain unaddressed.2 
However, this story is not unique to Uber, nor is it unique to the year 2018. Unfortunately, there 
are thousands of variations of this story, where a woman is alone or vulnerable late at night, and she is 
raped or sexually assaulted. In fact, a similar variation of this same story is visible from July of 1875, 
when a woman in Birkenhead, England claimed to have been raped by her cab driver when he took her 
home.3 Though the woman had not been drinking, the rest of her story is eerily similar to the Boston 
woman’s story: the male driver veered off-course, stopped, climbed into the back with the woman, and 
proceeded to rape her. It is appalling and terribly sad that despite other massive political, social, 
technological, and economic changes which have occurred, nearly 150 years later, some aspects of 
                                                          
1 Travis Andersen, “Uber driver ordered held on $10,000 bail after charged in rape of woman in Dorchester,” The 
Boston Globe, 7 November 2018, https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2018/11/07/ride-share-driver-charged-
with-raping-woman-dorchester/fte0HEPdpRHWyivt5JJypI/story.html.  
2 Sara Ashley O'Brien, Nelli Black, Curt Devine and Drew Griffin, “CNN investigation: 103 Uber drivers accused of 
sexual assault or abuse,” CNN, 30 April 2018, https://money.cnn.com/2018/04/30/technology/uber-driver-sexual-
assault/index.html.  
3 “Curious Charge of Rape,” Reynolds's Newspaper, London, England, 4 July 1875, Issue 1299, British Library 
Newspapers, Part I: 1800-1900.  
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society have not changed, and the practice of sexual violence towards women is one of those 
unchanged aspects. 
Generally speaking, America and the United Kingdom in the twenty-first century demonstrate 
more “tolerance and candor” towards sex than there was in Victorian England, particularly towards pre-
marital sex and homosexuality.4 While by no means universally accepted today, these practices are 
certainly more openly discussed now than they were in Victorian England, and people receive 
comparatively less backlash and social consequences for participating in sexual activity outside the 
scope of marriage. Though social attitudes towards sex have changed over time, Victorian England 
demonstrates some rhetoric that is also visible in modern rape cases, as demonstrated by the example 
above.  
Some feminists consider modern American society as a prime example of a ‘rape culture,’ based 
on several factors within the society which trivialize and normalize sexual violence.5 But what exactly 
makes a culture a ‘rape culture,’ and can other societies through history be classified this way as well? 
This work will look at how rape culture manifests in different times and cultures, even though the exact 
social practices which contribute to rape culture may change. This will be done through comparing what 
makes modern cultures ‘rape cultures,’ primarily of the United States and United Kingdom, and whether 
similar attitudes or rhetoric exist in Victorian England to produce the same societal results.  
Questions about whether sexual violence is an inherent aspect of humanity or if it has a cultural 
or historical origin are vital to modern understandings of rape culture. If it is possible to track what 
modern society perceives as rape culture through history, even if rape culture manifests differently over 
time, then it could be possible to understand why certain aspects of modern rape culture exist the way 
they do today. Understanding rape culture as it currently exists in modern society is important to 
                                                          
4 Michael Mason, The Making of Victorian Sexuality, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 3.  




cultural understanding of current phenomena, but is certainly less useful without also understanding 
how rape culture has affected people in other times and places, and how people could potentially be 
impacted in the future.  
Additionally, this research is relevant because it adds to the rather limited scholarship on rape 
culture, which is a key part of understanding, discussing, and attempting to change modern rape culture. 
Existing scholarship on rape culture is limited for two reasons. First, scholarship typically only considers 
the time period in which the literature was written, which, since the term did not exist until the 1970’s, 
primarily only includes the past fifty years.6 Second, it usually discusses how a specific aspect of society, 
such as race or social media, is associated with or demonstrates rape culture.7 This means while there is 
research on how various aspects of modern society tie into rape culture, such as the collegiate Greek 
system, such research rarely considers what a more broad cultural perspective of rape culture looks like 
as a whole, and how it has been shaped by historical influences.8 
While there are some exceptions to these limitations, even such studies have left gaps in 
research about rape culture. One study from 2017 defies the trend of ignoring historical influences, as 
the researchers observed historical and cultural influences on modern rape culture in India.9 While my 
own work will seek to emulate the broad cultural and historical perspective achieved in this study, I will 
                                                          




7 Megan Stubbs-Richardson, Nicole E. Rader and Arthur G. Cosby, “Tweeting rape culture: Examining portrayals of 
victim blaming in discussions of sexual assault cases on Twitter,” Feminism & Psychology, Vol.28(1), (February 
2018), pp.90-108, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0959353517715874 and Audrey K. Miller, 
““Should Have Known Better than to Fraternize with a Black Man”: Structural Racism Intersects Rape Culture to 
Intensify Attributions of Acquaintance Rape Victim Culpability,” Sex Roles, (22 January 2019), 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-019-1003-3#citeas.  
8 Kristen N. Jozkowski and Jacquelyn D. Wiersma‐Mosley, “The Greek System: How Gender Inequality and Class 
Privilege Perpetuate Rape Culture,” Family Relations, Vol.66(1), (February 2017), 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/fare.12229.  
9 Vrushali Patil and Bandana Purkayastha, “The transnational assemblage of Indian rape culture,” Ethnic and Racial 




go further in asking not only how historical cultures have affected modern rape culture, but if historical 
cultures can be considered rape cultures as well. While there is much existing scholarship on rape or 
sexual violence in the Victorian era, only rarely is it considered in relation to modern notions of 
feminism or rape culture.10 Such works on sexual violence in the Victorian era do suggest that issues of 
sexual violence and gender were present at the time, but they are usually considered as isolated aspects 
of the Victorian era rather than a connection between the past and present day. An exception to this is 
an article from 2016 which connects modern ideas of rape culture to ideas of sex and gender from the 
1800’s, which was meant to demonstrate the relevance of an early nineteenth-century author.11 
However, the work primarily considers the writings of a single author, Eliza Haywood, and does not 
consider the full impact of the Industrial Revolution and Victorian era. While I will seek to bridge the 
modern and historical eras as efficiently as this study has, I will aim to provide broader cultural and 
historical context of how rape culture functions in societies.  
 The purpose of this research is to observe through historical evidence and case studies whether 
rape culture exists in two specific societies over time, despite having vastly different practices. The aim 
is not to prove that modern rape culture stems entirely from Victorian influences, but to demonstrate 
that there is evidence of a form of rape culture existing in this first industrialized society. Thus, this work 
will aim to suggest through comparison of the two time periods that although the methods and 
instruments of rape culture have changed over time, they still produce similar enough social effects for 
both societies to demonstrate a prevalent rape culture.  
                                                          
10 Judith Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Danger in Late-Victorian London, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992) and Martin J. Wiener, Men of Blood : Violence, Manliness, and Criminal Justice in Victorian 
England, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), accessed through ProQuest Ebook Central, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cwm/reader.action?docID=255208. 
11 Emily J. Dowd-Arrow and Sarah R. Creel, “‘I Know You Want It’: Teaching the Blurred Lines of Eighteenth-Century 




The era I will be discussing is the Victorian period, specifically the years from 1837 – 1901. These 
years encompass the reign of Queen Victoria, and demonstrate the impacts of both the Industrial 
Revolution, which began in the late eighteenth century, and the British Empire. Victorian England is an 
ideal candidate for examining instruments of rape culture for several reasons. Victorian England was 
influential because it was the first society to industrialize, setting a precedent for urbanization and 
globalization which are still present today. Great Britain is considered to be the first ‘modern’ country 
because of this, and it exported its ideas and values into many parts of the world through both 
colonialism and social and political influence. Additionally, though many scholars have disputed the 
claims that Victorians were prudish towards sex, there is still a widespread stereotype today that 
Victorians had rather strict attitudes towards sex, which would be interesting to compare to more 
secular and modern ideas of sex, in order to see if societies with vastly differing ideas about sex can both 
display aspects of rape culture.12 Finally, there are an abundance of both primary and secondary sources 
available about this era, whereas sources on sexual violence and specific social attitudes towards sex, 
gender, and rape may be scarce or difficult to find for some historical time periods.  
 While it is absolutely true that both men and women can either initiate or suffer from sexual 
violence, current and historical statistics display a far greater prevalence of sexual violence by men 
against women.13 Studies estimate that the victims of sexual violence are currently around ninety 
percent female, and the perpetrators are overwhelmingly male, also close to ninety percent depending 
on the type of abuse.14 So although there are male victims of sexual violence and their abuse is also a 
                                                          
12 Mason, The Making of Victorian Sexuality and Jan Marsh, “Sex & Sexuality in the 19th Century,” The Victoria and 
Albert Museum, accessed 30 March 2019, http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/s/sex-and-sexuality-19th-
century/ and Nina Clements, "The Myth of Victorian Prudery: Promoting an Image," Articulāte, Vol. 3(3), (1998),  
http://digitalcommons.denison.edu/articulate/vol3/iss1/3.  
13 Wiener, Men of Blood : Violence, Manliness, and Criminal Justice in Victorian England and “Victims of Sexual 
Violence: Statistics,” RAINN, accessed 17 March 2019, https://www.rainn.org/statistics/victims-sexual-violence. 
14 “Victims of Sexual Violence: Statistics,” RAINN and M.C. Black et. al., “The National Intimate Partner and Sexual 
Violence Survey: 2010 Summary,” National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2011, pp. 3 & 24, https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_report2010-a.pdf.  
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serious problem which needs to be addressed, this work will consider primarily female victims due to 
the incredibly high statistics, and as well as societal roles based on gender.  
After clarifying relevant definitions related to this study, the work will look at the differences 
between the two periods through two primary components of rape culture: sexual objectification and 
victim blaming. First, through various means of sexual objectification, each society creates an 
atmosphere where women are viewed as meant for sex, and men feel entitled to sexual services from 
women. Second, differing customs of victim blaming result in societies where victims of sexual violence 
are blamed for their role in a given encounter, and perpetrators are easily able to mistake or ignore the 
victim’s lack of consent. Within each category lies a prevalence of societal double standards, where men 
and women are treated differently in comparable situations. Both categories also demonstrate the 
inherent difficulties of enacting justice within existing legal systems for crimes of rape and sexual 
assault.  
The research will demonstrate through these two primary lenses that although specific practices 
of rape culture may change over time, similar social results are achieved. Thus, if the research 
demonstrates that through varying social tendencies the societies of each time period exhibit first, 
sexual objectification of women, and second, blaming of victims of sexual violence, then it would 
suggest that each society could be classified as demonstrating rape culture. 
 
Definitions Over Time 
The term ‘rape’ is surprisingly difficult to define, as the meaning and understanding of the word 
have changed greatly over time. The word itself originally comes from the Latin rapare, meaning “to 
seize or take away by force,” which could be due to the fact that under Roman law taking a woman from 
her parents and having sex with her, or simply abducting her even without sex, was equally punishable 
with or without the woman’s consent, since “the crime was one of theft, a young virgin being perceived 
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as the property of her parents.”15 Roman law, and other ancient law codes such as the Code of 
Hammurabi (1780 B.C.E.) and the Bible’s Book of Deuteronomy (621 B.C.E.) treat rape as a crime of 
property rather than as a crime against a person, typically stating that the father of a virgin was entitled 
to some sort of recompense from the rapist.16 Rape was not considered an offense against an individual 
until the middle ages, when in the fourteenth century the term had come to mean “an act or instance of 
robbing or despoiling or carrying away a person by force.”17  
Until the early 2000’s the legal definition used for rape in the United Kingdom and the United 
States had been unchanged since the Elizabethan era, when rape was defined in Queen Elizabeth I’s 
court in 1575 as being “the carnal knowledge of a woman forcibly and against her will."18 While this may 
seem straightforward, the definition leaves much room for interpretation of “forcibly and against her 
will” by what was for the majority of history an all-male jury and judge.19 Some trials could be dismissed 
if there was a lack of visible physical injuries on the victim, because it was one of few ways to prove a 
sexual crime was forced and against the victim’s will. While medical evidence was typically included as 
evidence in Victorian trials of rape or other sexual crimes, it was difficult for women to have a case if 
they lacked visible physical injury, and evidence of injury was not always enough to result in a guilty 
verdict.20 Furthermore, the definition excludes the existence of other types of rape, such as male rape or 
marital rape, which are considered crimes today but were not under the above Elizabethan law.  
Under English common law during the Victorian era, any other sort of sexual or personal assault 
on women that did not meet the above definition of rape was legally referred to as either an ‘attempted 
                                                          
15 “Rape,” Merriam-Webster Dictionary, Accessed 4 October 2018, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/rape and Henry John Stephen, Mr. Sergeant Stephen's New Commentaries on the Laws of 
England, vol. IV, (London: Butterworths, 1890), pp. 78.  
16 Smith, Encyclopedia of Rape, pp. xiii, 14.  
17 “Rape,” Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 
18 18 Eliz. I, c. 7. 
19 Carolyn A. Conley, “Rape and Justice in Victorian England,” Victorian Studies, Vol.29(4), (1 July 1986), pp. 520. 
20 Ibid. pp. 523 
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rape’ or an ‘indecent assault,’ which had an even vaguer definition of “an indecent assault on a female 
person.”21 Even professionals of the day had a difficult time interpreting this definition, and in 1875 
Justice William Brett was quoted in The Times saying, “I cannot lay down the law as to what is or is not 
indecent beyond saying that it is what all right-minded men, men of sound and wholesome feelings 
would say was indecent."22 This lack of clarity left the burden of proof in sexual crimes to women, which 
was difficult due to a general lack of concrete evidence, or third party witnesses to confirm their 
testimony. This remains a problem in rape and sexual assault cases today. 
“Common assault” and “aggravated assault” were essentially assaults not of a sexual nature, 
and were considered less serious than rape or indecent assault, although there are records showing 
trials where a magistrate dismisses medical evidence of rape and classifies the case as a common or 
aggravated assault, though in some cases this is the magistrate overstepping their authority.23 For 
instance, in 1859 magistrates from Ashford, England tried a case where a 16 year old girl had been 
attacked on a public road. A surgeon testified that there was evidence of a rape and that the girl had 
been a virgin before the attack, and the attacker had been pulled off of the victim by witnesses, but for 
reasons not stated the magistrates only charged him with common assault, and delivered a guilty verdict 
with a fine of ten pounds.24  
In addition to the difficulty of correctly classifying a case as a rape or as a subcategory of assault, 
the prosecution and conviction rates of rape cases were quite small compared to other crimes in 
Victorian England. In Victorian Kent from 1859-1880 the conviction rate in rape trials was only 40 
percent, compared to 85 percent for all other felonies, and only 21 percent of men who were accused of 
rape actually were prosecuted in court for the offense.25 Despite the difficulty of prosecuting rape, 
                                                          
21 24 & 25 Vict., c. 100, s. 52.  
22 The Times, 3 August 1875, p. 10. 
23 Conley, “Rape and Justice in Victorian England,” pp. 521. 
24 Kentish Express, 12 March 1859, p. 3 in Conley, “Rape and Justice in Victorian England,” pp. 521.  
25 Conley, “Rape and Justice in Victorian England,” pp. 519, 521. 
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attempted rape, and indecent assault cases, rape was considered quite a serious crime in Victorian 
England, and the sentences for men convicted of rape were on average higher or more severe than for 
nearly any other type of crime.26  
Today the definition of rape is slightly changed, and the definition varies depending on the 
circumstances. The practical definition of rape understood by most people in the UK and the US is 
“unlawful sexual activity and usually sexual intercourse carried out forcibly or under threat of injury 
against a person's will or with a person who is beneath a certain age or incapable of valid consent 
because of mental illness, mental deficiency, intoxication, unconsciousness, or deception.”27 The 
majority of people understand rape to be sex forced upon a person, which could take place under 
various circumstances. The legal definition of rape is different in the UK and US due to differing legal 
systems. However, both countries used the Elizabethan definition, ““the carnal knowledge of a woman 
forcibly and against her will," until the early 2000’s when decades of research, protest, and social change 
prompted a change in definitions.28 
The United Kingdom first updated its legal definition of rape in 2003, with the Sexual Offences 
Act of 2003. The act discusses details and definitions of all manners of unlawful sexual activity, though 
the most pertinent to this study are the first two sections on rape and assault. In the first section, rape is 
defined as when “(a) [A person (A)] intentionally penetrates the vagina, anus or mouth of another 
person (B) with his penis, (b)B does not consent to the penetration, and (c)A does not reasonably 
believe that B consents.”29 In order to further specify the condition of point 1(c), the section specifies 
that “(2)Whether a belief is reasonable is to be determined having regard to all the circumstances, 
including any steps A has taken to ascertain whether B consents.”30 
                                                          
26 Conley, “Rape and Justice in Victorian England,” pp. 525. 
27 “Rape,” Merriam-Webster Dictionary.  
28 18 Eliz. I, c. 7. 




While this does open up the definition of rape to penetration in places other than the vagina 
and does not require for force to be used, it still is an offence only a man can commit due to the 
specification that the penetration be done “intentionally…with his penis,” and excludes other types of 
penetration.31 These exclusions, however, are resolved in section two of the Sexual Offences Act of 
2003, which discusses two subcategories of assault.  
First, a person can be charged with ‘assault by penetration’ if, “(a) [A person (A)] intentionally 
penetrates the vagina or anus of another person (B) with a part of his body or anything else, (b)the 
penetration is sexual, (c)B does not consent to the penetration, and (d)A does not reasonably believe 
that B consents.”32 This section opens up the definition to various types of penetration, and allows for 
women to be convicted of this offence as well. For the second category under assault, a person can be 
charged with ‘sexual assault’ if “(a) [A person (A)] intentionally touches another person (B), (b)the 
touching is sexual, (c)B does not consent to the touching, and (d)A does not reasonably believe that B 
consents.”33 For both assault by penetration and sexual assault, the same specification exists as in 
section one regarding rape to clarify the ‘reasonable belief’ of party A, that “(2)Whether a belief is 
reasonable is to be determined having regard to all the circumstances, including any steps A has taken 
to ascertain whether B consents.”34 
 These legal definitions of rape, assault by penetration, and sexual assault are used throughout 
the United Kingdom, creating a fair amount of uniformity in legal trials throughout the state. In the 
United States however, rape is made increasingly difficult to study legally or historically due to the fact 
that there is a federal legal definition, but rape is tried at a state level, and there are varying penalties, 
procedures, and definitions in all 50 states. This has long been the case in the US, as a study from 1951 
                                                          
31 Sexual Offences Act 2003. C. 42.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid.  
34 Ibid.  
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demonstrates that states had wildly varying 
sentences for rape, as the table below 
shows, creating a “bewildering and 
incomprehensible” set of sex laws 
throughout the United States.35 For instance, 
Louisiana and North Carolina had mandatory 
death penalties for rape in 1951, whereas in 
other states such as New Jersey or 
Pennsylvania the accused could receive only 
a fine as their sentence.36  
 Today in the United States, like in the 
past, every state does have a different legal definition of rape. Some states, such as Colorado, do not 
actually use the term rape, but instead classify such offences as varying degrees of ‘sexual assault’ or 
‘unlawful sexual contact.’37 As it would be inefficient to compare the various legal definitions from all 50 
states and 14 US territories, I will focus on the definition of rape by the federal government of the 
United States, which was updated in 2013. From the creation of the program in 1927 until 2013, the 
FBI’s Uniform Crime Report (UCR) Summary Reporting System (SRS) used the Elizabethan definition of 
rape from 1575, which, as previously discussed, was not all-inclusive of more modern ideas of rape.38 
The new definition recognized by the UCR SRS is “the penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or 
anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without the 
                                                          
35 Robert C. Bensing, “A Comparative Study of American Sex Statutes,” The Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology, 
and Police Science, Vol. 42, No. 1 (May - Jun., 1951), pp. 58, https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1140291.pdf.  
36 Bensing, “A Comparative Study of American Sex Statutes,” pp. 57.  
37 “Sex Crimes: Definitions and Penalties – Colorado,” RAINN, accessed 18 January 2019, 
https://apps.rainn.org/policy/policy-crime-definitions.cfm?state=Colorado&group=3.  




consent of the victim.”39 This updated definition includes any possible combination of gender in the 
attacker and victim, penetration by any body part or object, and does not require that force be used, 
which recognizes that victims can be incapacitated by alcohol or other means. The federal government’s 
definition of rape in the United States is comparable with the United Kingdom’s definition, and it 
appears that the US’s definition is more or less a combination of the UK’s definition of rape and assault 
by penetration.  
 With an idea of how rape has been understood and defined over time, another important term 
to understand for this study is ‘rape culture.’ A relatively new and somewhat controversial idea, the 
term ‘rape culture’ began to emerge in the 1970’s during second-wave feminism, and is defined as “a 
society or environment whose prevailing social attitudes have the effect of normalizing or trivializing 
sexual assault and abuse.”40 The term is somewhat controversial in the sense that there are many who 
do not believe that rape culture exists, or view it as a flawed or illogical notion based on a 
misunderstanding of the prevalence of rape.41 However, proponents of the term believe rape culture is 
not only the high prevalence of rape and difficulty restricting it, but “a state of collective mentality and 
social conditioning that materialize in cultural norms that trivialize and tolerate sexual violence,” which 
can include other aspects of society which may not be considered ‘as bad as’ rape, such as sexual 
assault, workplace harassment, sexist jokes, media portrayal of women, or catcalling.42   
 Rape culture is sometimes also referred to as ‘lad culture’ or ‘laddism’ in the UK, which is 
defined as “misogynist banter, objectification of women and pressure around quantities and particular 
                                                          
39Susan B. Carbon, “An Updated Definition of Rape,” Office on Violence Against Women, United States Department 
of Justice Archives, 6 January 2012. 
40 Smith, Encyclopedia of Rape, pp. 174-175 and “Rape Culture,” Oxford Dictionaries Online, Oxford Dictionary, 
Accessed 8 October 2018, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/rape_culture.  
41 Caroline Kitchens, “The Rape ‘Epidemic’ Doesn’t Actually Exist,” US News, 24 October 2013, 
https://www.usnews.com/opinion/blogs/economic-intelligence/2013/10/24/statistics-dont-back-up-claims-about-
rape-culture and Fionola Meredith, “Flawed Notion of ‘Rape Culture’ is Lacking in Logic,” The Irish Times, 8 
November 2017, https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/flawed-notion-of-rape-culture-is-lacking-in-logic-1.3283053.  




forms of sexual interaction and activity.”43 The overall idea of each of these terms is that there are 
several seemingly insignificant patterns or behaviors in society, largely perpetuated by males, which, 
when combined together, cause sexism and sexual violence to appear common or normal in society. 
From this definition of rape culture, it is possible to understand that in analyzing rape culture 
one must look not only at rape itself, but at what aspects of society come together to create a 
desensitization to sexism and sexual violence which contribute to the prevalence of rape in society. For 
this study, I have identified several factors which contribute to rape culture, which can be grouped into 
two categories: sexual objectification and victim blaming. Together, aspects of each of these two 
categories combine to form core components of what is identified as rape culture. First, sexual 
objectification is a societal sexualization and commodification of women which causes them to be 
primarily viewed as sexual objects rather than autonomous human beings. Second, victim blaming is a 
large-scale disbelief or blaming of those who claim to have been assaulted. These factors, combined 
with a difficulty in enacting justice for sexual crimes, create a normalization of sexual violence in modern 
society, and are the factors which I will use to assess whether the society of Victorian England can be 







                                                          
43 Ruth Lewis, Susan Marine and Kathryn Kenney, “‘I get together with my friends and try to change it’. Young 
feminist students resist ‘laddism’, ‘rape culture’ and ‘everyday sexism,’” Journal of Gender Studies, 27:1, (6 May 
2016), https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2016.1175925.  
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II. Sexual Objectification 
Objectification, referring to “the action of degrading someone to the status of a mere object,” in 
the case of women frequently turns women not only into objects, but often into objects in a sexual 
context, thus “equat[ing] a woman’s worth with her body’s appearance and sexual functions.”44 
Feminist theory holds that sexual objectification is not merely a process which exists and uses women, 
but that it is actually imposed on women by society, and that it is both “harmful and wrong.”45 Sexual 
objectification is a process which removes autonomy, agency, integrity, ownership, voice, and 
essentially humanity from women, and can be enacted in any number of ways.46 This section will 
observe aspects in each society which add to the cultural practice of sexually objectifying women. For 
Victorian England this was primarily accomplished through an emphasis on marriage, a lack of 
education, and a lack of political and economic rights, but in the modern era it is largely done through 
advertisements and media representation. The overall effect of each society’s methods is to reduce 
women’s agency, voice, and integrity, and to create a social attitude that women are sexual objects 
before they are autonomous humans.  
 
Victorian England 
 Victorian society gave men varying degrees of power over women through political, economic, 
social, sexual, and even religious means, due to a combination of social customs, the ubiquitous 
presence of males in positions of power, and a general societal belief in the physical and intellectual 
                                                          
44 “Objectification,” Oxford Dictionaries, accessed 4 February 2019, 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/objectification and Dawn M. Szymanski, Lauren B. Moffitt and Erika 
R. Carr, “Sexual Objectification of Women: Advances to Theory and Research,” Counseling Psychologist, Vol. 39(1), 
(Jan., 2011), pp. 6, https://www.apa.org/education/ce/sexual-objectification.pdf.  
45 Timo Jütten, “Sexual Objectification,” Ethics, 127 (October 2016), pp. 27-28, 
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superiority of the male sex.47 Together, this created a gender imbalance which led to objectification 
because of the severe lack of women’s agency and ability to voice their opinions compared to men. 
Women became important only for their roles as daughters, wives, and mothers, which of course are 
not negative social roles, but when they are presented as the only acceptable social option for women 
severely reduces their autonomy and integrity compared to men, and results in objectification of 
women. 
In the political sphere, Victorian women lacked power because they could not vote, hold public 
office, or contribute to the creation or implementation of the law. Female suffrage was not achieved in 
England until 1918, when women over 30 were permitted to vote, and women could not hold public 
office in England until 1919, when the passage of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act prevented 
discrimination on the basis of sex or marriage for those entering civil positions or vocations.48 The 
passing of this act allowed women to become members of the British Parliament for the first time in 
1919, and legally certified attorneys in 1922.49 Furthermore, though women had been employed within 
police stations to address and communicate with women and children convicts as early as 1883, the first 
Women’s Police Volunteer program was not established until 1914, and women were not granted the 
power of arrest as police officers until 1915.50 Thus, women could not create, review, or enforce laws 
during the Victorian era, giving men power over women which further affected nearly all areas of their 
lives.  
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 Women also experienced economic disadvantages during the Victorian era, largely due to laws 
limiting women’s access to wages or property. Legally, a woman had the same identity as her husband, 
and until the Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 married women could not own or control their own 
property, including personal items, land, bank accounts, stock shares, money or other items bequeathed 
in wills, or rent earned from any property.51 The passage of these laws meant that women married after 
1870 were allowed to retain possession and control of any personal earnings received after marriage, 
and women married after 1882 were allowed to retain possession and control over possessions owned 
both at the time of, and after marriage.52 Even after the Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 increased 
women’s control of their own property, women still experienced less economic autonomy than men, 
largely due to a difference in wages and social acceptance of working women. 
While some scholars argue that industrialization benefitted women due to new opportunities 
for work and by offering them comparatively higher pay for their work than for pre-industrial domestic 
work, others argue that it largely disadvantaged women, as formalized work environments reduced the 
importance of female domestic work and manufacturing, causing women to rely increasingly on male 
wages for support.53 Both claims are ultimately true, as the process of urbanization did allow women 
access to more jobs and independence, but for unskilled laborers average male wages tended to be 
higher than average female wages, which may have indeed led to a greater dependence on men, 
especially for married women who spent less time away from home than unmarried women.54 Economic 
historians Jane Humphries and Jacob Weisdorf conclude that based on this gendered gap in wages for 
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unskilled laborers, “[m]arried women and their children were likely increasingly dependent on men, 
while single women in stable employment were able to profit from their freedom from family 
responsibilities.”55 However, despite the somewhat increased freedoms of single women, unmarried 
women were still at a huge disadvantage to married women because a combination of the social 
desirability of marriage and middle class ideology dissuading women from working meant it was difficult 
for unmarried women to find work, resulting in approximately one-third of women between the ages of 
24 and 35 being considered ‘surplus’ or ‘redundant’ women in mid-Victorian Britain because they were 
unmarried.56 Thus, due to the dependence of married women on their husbands and the difficulty to 
maintain livelihood for single women as opposed to single men, it is more than likely that a majority of 
Victorian women were at an economic disadvantage to men.  
Victorian men were able to participate in certain practices which women were not, which again 
placed women at a disadvantage. Primarily among these practices available only to men were suing for 
divorce and receiving an education. The Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 act specified that 
while a man could sue for divorce if his wife committed adultery, a woman could not sue for divorce 
unless her husband had committed both adultery and another marriage-related offense, such as cruelty 
or desertion, and this was not changed until the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1923.57 As for education, 
girls were largely denied the access that their brothers had, and for the middle class female education 
largely consisted of skills which would help girls find husbands and be good wives and mothers.58 
Women did not enter higher education until 1849, when Bedford College was established in London as a 
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woman’s college.59 There were no female doctors in England until 1865, and even women who earned 
their doctorate in medicine were not allowed to enter medical professions as practicing doctors until 
after the passage of the Medical Act of 1876.60 Women could fill important social and medical roles by 
serving as midwives and nurses, but men were still considered the primary authority on medical 
research and knowledge during the Victorian era due primarily to their credentials and more traditional 
education.61 
Sexually, men were allowed more freedom than women, as men were allowed, and even 
encouraged, to exercise some sexual freedom of expression, while women were defined by their sexual 
and reproductive capacities, and their social importance was tied to their virgin status before 
marriage.62 This resulted in quite different treatment of men and women who participated in pre- or 
extra-marital sex, as is especially visible in Victorian treatment of prostitutes. This double standard 
involving treatment of prostitutes will later be explored in more depth.  
Men still hold the vast majority of leadership positions in religious communities, and there were 
no ordained female priests in the Church of England until 1994, which means that in Victorian society 
men were the sole authority figures on the subject of religion as well.63 While Christian charity was very 
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nearly a necessity of a lady’s life, it was expected that a Victorian woman would “do good,” but “remain 
free from excessive zeal of commitment” to causing any real change.64  
In summation, during the Victorian era men held more authority and control than women in 
society through a combination of several different means, resulting in an overall unequal power balance 
between the sexes. In addition to restricting the actions of women, this power balance added to the 
objectification and demeaning of women, as it placed emphasis on their ability to marry and reproduce 
over any other contribution they might make. While the roles of wives and mothers are not inherently 
negative or demeaning, and can offer joy and fulfilment to many women, the rigorous and complete 
exclusion of women from nearly all other aspects of Victorian life does indeed result in an overall 
reduction of the value and autonomy of women, which are core components of objectification.  
The unequal stress on the institution of marriage offers some insight into the objectification of 
Victorian women. Women were, above all things, expected to marry and provide children. This places 
stress and value on women’s reproductive capacities above their worth as individuals. Women who did 
not marry were described as having “failed in business,” and middle-aged women who still sought 
marriage were typically regarded as either “obscene or comic.”65 Moreover, the emphasis placed on 
marriage was not equal for both genders, further suggesting the practice of female objectification. Men 
who did not marry could still seek employment, easily support themselves, and experience relatively 
few social disadvantages, whereas women who did not marry were far more likely to live in poverty, be 
excluded from respectable society, and experience ‘redundancy’ in a society which had a “statistical 
surplus of women” but demanded that they marry and not work.66  
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The education of middle class women is particularly relevant to their objectification, as it also 
revolved around marriage for much of the Victorian era. While middle class men were learning to be 
professionals such as bankers, doctors, lawyers, or engineers, a woman’s education pertained almost 
entirely to becoming a desirable wife and efficient mother. In addition to exclusion from many 
professions, middle class women were also barred from receiving the same standard of education as 
men. As most women were excluded from both working and receiving education, middle class women 
were largely confined to the domestic sphere. Though they did participate in household work, middle 
class women were also encouraged to let servants do much of the work for them, including childcare.67 
While some women may have participated in music, the arts, or even writing, subjects deemed more 
serious such as medicine were left to men, and many women writers from this period took male 
pseudonyms to avoid critics, such as the Brontë sisters and Mary Anne Evans, more commonly known as 
George Eliot.68 Emphasis on marriage and exclusion from education strongly suggests that girls were not 
particularly valued by society as individuals, but for the role they could play as wives and mothers. This 
is a subject the playwright Henrik Ibsen includes in his play A Doll’s House, when the protagonist, Nora, 
realizes she is unhappy in her marriage, as she feels she “simply transferred from [her father’s] hands 
into [her husband’s],” as if she were a doll rather than an actual person.69  
Since women had quite limited access to political, economic, academic, or religious spheres of 
society, Victorian society must have clearly valued women’s influence in other areas of society. Women 
were above all valued for their contributions as wives and mothers, and since it is evident they were 
actively excluded from nearly all other areas of life, it is possible to surmise that Victorian women were 
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valued not for their individual personalities, but for their ability to bear children and have intercourse 
with men, thus placing undue emphasis on their reproductive functions, and suggesting that Victorian 
women were largely sexually objectified by the society they lived in. 
 
Modern Day   
 The introduction of globalization and mass media have greatly changed the process of 
advertising since the Industrial Revolution. The first forms of mass media to include images of women 
were fashion publications such as Godey’s and the Ladies’ Home Journal which featured drawings of 
elegant women in the most current styles of dress.70 In the early decades of the twentieth century 
advertisements were largely printed in similar catalogs, as well as newspapers and magazines, 
encouraging women to be pious, domestic, and fashionable. This ideal image shifted slightly both shortly 
before and during World War I, when women were encouraged to be patriotic and thrifty in addition to 
domestic and fashionable.71 In the 1920’s and 30’s factors such as rising hemlines, greater 
independence, and decreased willingness to marry were all indicative of the “sexual revolution” of the 
post-war decades.72  
This revolution was less about the sexual freedom of women and more about the sexual 
expression of women. While it became permissible for women to live independently and have love 
affairs before marriage, middle class women were still pressured by social expectations to marry and to 
remain sexually pure until their marriage.73 However, the definition of the ideal woman began to shift in 
this time period from the historical prioritization of piety and purity, to the idea of sexiness. This new 
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idea of looking sexy was emphasized across all forms of media, including magazines, print 
advertisements, newspapers, and movies, where women were expected to pay more attention to their 
clothing and appearance, not only to be fashionable, but to be sexually appealing to men.74  
‘Sexy’ became one of the new standards for women, which continued to be directed towards 
women as new technologies expanded the types of media which were available to the public. The first 
half of the twentieth century included advancements such as film, the inclusion of photography in 
newspapers, and radio, and later in the century came television, the internet, and social media.75  
Despite changes in the types of media, the type of woman who appeared in advertisements across the 
century was an ‘ideal’ woman, who was fashionable and happy; she appeared as a role model for other 
women to aspire to based on social views of the time. However, it is notable that for the majority of the 
twentieth century men had nearly complete control of media publications, which meant any portrayals 
of women were shaped by the opinions and perceptions of men.76  
With these advances in technology over the past few decades as well as increasing amounts of 
leisure time there has been an increase in the sheer number of images, especially advertisements, that 
the average person is exposed to on a daily basis, which also increases the average person’s exposure to 
sexualized images of women.77 Many studies in the past decade have found at least a connection 
between the media’s portrayal of women and an increase in self-esteem problems and eating disorders 
in young girls, and more studies have increasingly found other harmful effects to women due to the 
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practice of sexualizing women in the media.78 The notion of female beauty mass produced in 
advertisements is specific and typically unachievable, but due to its prevalence in media it is perceived 
as normal and desirable, which creates an association between physical appearance and self-esteem.79  
 To develop criteria for what exactly constitutes a “sexually objectified image,” professor and 
political commentator Dr. Caroline Heldman established seven qualities about media images, which 
classify an image as sexually objectified if any one of them can be used to describe that image.80 
According to her criteria, images are sexually objectified if they 
“show only part(s) of a sexualized person’s body, … present a sexualized person as a 
stand-in for an object, … show a sexualized person as interchangeable, … affirm the idea 
of violating the bodily integrity of a sexualized person that can’t consent … suggest that 
sexual availability is the defining characteristic of the person, … show a sexualized 
person as a commodity [which] can be bought and sold …[and/or] treat a sexualized 
person’s body as a canvas”81  
 Such sexualized images in advertisements or other forms of media are overwhelmingly female, 
some sources claiming that as many as ninety-six percent of sexualized bodies are female.82 While this 
statistic may differ between media platforms, it generally holds true that females are sexualized more 
than males. This asymmetrical sexualization of women refutes the common myth that “sex sells,” when 
it is really objectified female bodies which are being depicted in the media, since men and women are 
not equally sexualized.83 For example, one study of R-rated 1980’s films reported that female nudity 
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exceeded male nudity in these films at a four to one ratio, and a study of advertisements from 2006-
2016 concluded that women were six times more likely than men to be wearing revealing clothes which 
are tight-fitting or leave a lot of skin visible, and that men were 89% more likely to be portrayed as smart 
than women.84 These statistics demonstrate again that women are more likely to be portrayed as bodies 
rather than as having personal qualities, such as intelligence. 
 Though media images are nearly ubiquitous in modern society due to a variety of platforms and 
ever-developing technology, they are not the only way which women in modern society are objectified. 
While music videos are a form of media which frequently display women as “decorative objects that 
dance and pose … in ways that emphasize their bodies, body parts, facial features, and sexual 
readiness,” the song lyrics themselves can objectify women as well.85 Lyrics across all music genres 
emphasize women’s physical beauty or sexual attributes over any other qualities, or even more obvious 
aspects of rape culture, such as date rape. For example, Robin Thicke’s infamous 2013 pop song “Blurred 
Lines” includes the lyrics “tried to domesticate her/but you’re an animal/baby it’s in your nature,” and 
Rocko’s 2013 rap song “U.O.E.N.O.” includes the lyrics “"Put Molly all in her champagne, she ain’t even 
know it/I took her home and I enjoyed that, she ain't even know it."86 These songs received public 
criticism for their casual depiction of date rape, but there are many songs which are not quite so 
controversial because commenting on how beautiful a woman is or what she is wearing is more 
accepted. A country song from 2014 titled “Girl in a Country Song” quickly became popular because it 
noted and objected to this trend in country music of physically objectifying women, “like all we’re good 
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for/is looking good for you and your friends on the weekend/nothing more.”87 While song lyrics do not 
contain images themselves, they can still evoke powerful imagery of sexualized women or rape culture, 
which is normalized because it is common across nearly every genre of music. 
 Studies have found that the sexual objectification of females is likely to contribute to a number 
of behavioral or mental health consequences, including eating disorders, depression, sexual dysfunction, 
self-objectification, anxiety (especially about physical appearance or physical safety), body shame 
and/or low self-esteem, habitual body monitoring, lower GPA, lower political efficacy, and female 
competition.88 Self-objectification in particular is a widespread consequence of sexualization, as women 
begin to value or be concerned with their physical appearance more so than with other traits. One such 
example is when Olympic athlete Ester Ledecka continued to wear her ski-goggles at a press conference 
after winning a gold medal because she had not worn makeup to her event, and was self-conscious 
about how people would perceive her appearance.89 There is also extensive evidence that media 
objectification has led to a greater cultural valuing of women’s appearance over other qualities, such as 
their opinions or actions. One fairly common example is media questions about a woman’s appearance 
rather than her work, such as when the only female on a panel of Russian astronauts was asked about 
how she would wear her hair at the space station rather than about her duties.90  
                                                          
87 Maddie Marlow and Taylor Dye, “Girl in a Country Song,” (Dot Records, 2014) and Gina Dalfonzo, “The Bro-
Country Backlash Is Here,” The Atlantic, 7 July 2014, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2014/07/girl-in-a-country-song-maddie-marlow-and-tae-
dye-the-bro-country-backlash-starts-now/373982/.  
88 Heldman, “The Sexy Lie” and Szymanski, Moffitt and Carr, “Sexual Objectification of Women: Advances to 
Theory and Research,” pp. 8.  
89 Luke Brown, “Shock Winter Olympics medalist keeps goggles on during press conference because ‘I don't have 
any makeup,’” The Independent, 17 February 2018, https://www.independent.co.uk/sport/olympics/winter-
olympics/ester-ledecka-superg-gold-press-conference-makeup-ski-goggles-a8215236.html.  
90 Agence France, “Female cosmonaut bats back questions about hair and parenting,” The Guardian, 25 September 
2014, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/25/female-cosmonaut-russia-yelena-serova-press-
questions-hair-parenting and Raziye Akkoc, “Russian female cosmonaut gets angry at 'hair' question in space press 




 In addition to the above impacts, studies have found that the continued stereotypical portrayal 
of aggression in males and passivity in females has a significant impact on increasing tolerance or 
approval of violence among the general public, especially sexual violence.91 Such portrayal of women in 
various forms of media helps to spread and solidify false myths about sexual violence, such as the 
misconception that most rapes occur between strangers, when statistics demonstrate the opposite.92 
Pornography is particularly influential in normalizing ideas of sexual violence against women, because 
the sexual and physical aggression against women in pornographic films is often perceived by viewers as 
acceptable, and has a proven effect of desensitizing viewers to rape and forced sex.93 
 Just as Victorian and Edwardian women began to challenge their exclusion from political, 
academic, and economic spheres of society by seeking suffrage, various forms of higher education, and 
new property laws, modern feminists have continued to challenge the widespread sexualization of 
women in the media, especially as it targets younger girls.94 A British cosmetics company, Benefit, 
published an advertisement in 2017 with the caption “skip class, not concealer,” prompting public 
outcry, especially by women who resented the implication that it is more important for girls to be pretty 
than to receive an education.  While this does demonstrate media objectification of women, the public 
backlash in response to the advertisement also demonstrates more recent trends rejecting this 
objectification. In fact, in wake of current feminism campaigns, some companies have actually begun to 
use advertisements as a way to combat sexual violence, rape culture, and body shaming through 
                                                          
91 Julia T. Wood, “Gendered Media: The Influence of Media on Views of Gender,” Gendered Lives: Communication, 
Gender, and Culture, (1994), pp. 38, 
https://www.nyu.edu/classes/jackson/causes.of.gender.inequality/Readings/Wood%20-
%20Gendered%20Media%20-%2094.pdf.  
92 Ibid. pp. 38. 
93 Ibid. pp. 38-39. 
94 Na’ama Klorman-Eraqi, “Underneath we’re angry: feminism and media politics in Britain in the late 1970s and 




actively promoting self-confidence, body positivity, and an end to sexual violence.95 For example, the 
company Always released their campaign #LikeAGirl in 2014 which actively sought to end the common 
stereotype that someone who performs an activity “like a girl” does the given activity poorly or weakly, 
especially regarding athletic behaviors such as running or throwing.96 So although the sexualization of 
women is quite commonplace in modern society, there has also been resistance to it. 
 
Conclusion  
Overall, history and research demonstrate that the practice of objectifying and sexualizing 
women can have various negative consequences. When women are portrayed as weak and encouraged 
to be submissive it discourages them from pursuing intellectual or athletic development, which can in 
turn be used as a cyclical argument for women’s inferiority, either intellectually or physically.97 While 
the ways which women were sexually objectified in Victorian and modern times seem quite different, 
they are more connected than they initially seem since they do achieve similar results. Victorian 
objectification primarily occurred due to exclusion from most aspects of society other than the home, 
and modern objectification stems largely from media images, but both help produce a widespread 
cultural perception that women function first and foremost as sexual objects, which is a core component 
of rape culture.  
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Double Standards  
 Sexual objectification often demonstrates double standards, in that a society will sometimes 
treat men and women differently in the same circumstances. For example, from the above sections we 
can see that men were allowed to work in various professions and receive an education in the Victorian 
era but women were not. Similarly, women in the modern era are frequently sexualized in media 
images, while men are not sexualized to the same extent in the same situations. To create a better 
understanding of how sexual double standards are closely associated with sexual objectification, and 
with rape culture in general, I will look at two case studies which demonstrate a double standard 
between the sexes. For the Victorian era I will consider the treatment of prostitutes, especially in regard 
to the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866, and 1869, and for the modern era I will observe school 
dress codes. These case studies show how women are viewed as more sexual than men in similar 
situations, and are disproportionally blamed and held responsible for the actions of men. 
 
Victorian Prostitution 
 One of the largest contributors to rape culture during the Victorian era was the unbalanced 
power dynamic between men and women. As previously discussed, this balance of power is visible in 
the Victorian era’s systematic exclusion of women from most social spheres outside of the home. This 
power dynamic was widespread and subtly pervasive throughout society, but was perhaps most visible 
in the social position and treatment of prostitutes.98 Prostitution, and attitudes towards it, highlight the 
gender inequality in Victorian England, and “the economic and political, as well as the social and sexual, 
domination of women by men.”99  
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 Referred to in 1857 as the “Greatest of our Social Evils,” prostitution was considered a matter of 
public health, even though prostitution and venereal diseases associated with it were a lesser health 
threat to Victorian society than cholera, consumption, or poor sewer systems.100 Before urbanization, 
prostitution had not been considered quite as problematic, and actually was believed by some to be 
good for maintaining social order and marriages due to its function in absorbing excess male sexual 
desires. However, attitudes towards prostitution began changing around the same time as attitudes 
towards poverty and public health changed, all due to the concentration of people in cities after the 
Industrial Revolution.101  
 While concerns over prostitution were typically expressed outwardly as moral or public health 
objections, the attempts to control prostitution demonstrate a greater concern with the sexual agency 
of women than with health conditions related to intercourse, such as STD’s. For example, the negative 
attitudes towards prostitution were directed not towards men seeking sexual activity, or to men and 
women equally, but only towards women offering sexual services, and men were typically absolved of 
any blame in the matter. The disproportional blame of women in this case could be due to many social 
factors, such as the supposed moral superiority and physical inferiority of women, but is most likely due 
to the differing acceptance of sexual behaviors for men and women.102 The practice of blaming only 
women for the continuation of prostitution demonstrates “a ‘double standard’ of morality which 
allowed young men a degree of clandestine sexual freedom, while it denied to women any sexual outlet 
at all if they would retain their ‘reputation.’”103  
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 While it may seem logical to conclude that if women were expected to avoid sex they would not 
be seen as sexual objects, this is incorrect for a number of reasons, as it actually led to further 
objectification of women. First, in demanding an outlet for male sexual activity but branding women 
who filled the demand as ‘fallen’ and not respectable, this practice tied women’s honor to their virginity 
while not holding men to the same standard. While associating a woman’s honor with her virginity is not 
a new or unique custom of the Victorian era, this tied women’s value and identity to their sexual 
activity, thus making their sexual status and history more, and not less, important in Victorian society. 
Second, women were held entirely responsible for keeping their husbands at home and ‘satisfied,’ 
meaning even women who were deemed respectable wives were, to a degree, valued as sexual outlets. 
The topic of a wife’s sexual role in Victorian marriages will be discussed further in the section on marital 
rape in Victorian England. 
 Another example of gendered double standards in attitudes towards prostitution are visible in 
the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866, and 1869, which were implemented by the British 
government to control the spread of sexually transmitted diseases among enlisted men in garrison 
towns and ports where military men were heavily concentrated.104 Under these acts, a woman could be 
identified by a plainclothes policeman as a “common prostitute,” for which the definition was quite 
vague, be routinely examined for gonorrhea or syphilis, and be contained for up to nine months if found 
with either disease.105 This vague definition gave broad discretionary powers to police, and the women 
were always expected to submit voluntarily to both the police and to medical exams. Women who 
refused to cooperate were brought to trial, where they bore the burden of proving they were ‘virtuous,’ 
which again had a vague definition and was quite subjective.  
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 These Contagious Diseases Acts demonstrate a precedent for legal bias against women, placing 
the burden of proof on women. The women facing trial for refusing to comply with these acts were 
required to explicitly prove their innocence, rather than the policemen needing probable cause to detain 
the women in the first place. This same burden is often visible today in rape cases where rape or assault 
victims are required to prove a lack of consent, rather than an assaulter being required to prove that 
consent was present. Furthermore, these acts were problematic because they required women to be 
routinely subject to intimate medical examination by male doctors, with no concern for the comfort or 
privacy of the women being examined.  
Perhaps the greatest problem with the Contagious Diseases Act is that they were unhelpful in 
actually preventing the spread of sexual diseases because they actively targeted only women. Though 
advocates of the acts declared that they were necessary to reduce the number of “daughters of shame,” 
and prevent disease, the acts were not effective in doing so.106 Female prostitutes were identified as the 
source of disease and a threat to public health, but their male clients were not. Enlisted men were 
neither held by police nor subjected to the same medical examinations as women. This not only 
demonstrates an extreme double standard in preventing women but not men from engaging in sexual 
activity, but renders the justification for the acts completely useless, as not also subjecting the male 
clients of prostitutes negated any possible effectiveness at disease prevention or control that the acts 
could have had. Furthermore, in targeting only women and attempting to stop the spread of disease 
among men, the acts suggest that the health and welfare of men in the military was prioritized over 
poor women, demonstrating gender bias among lawmakers. The Contagious Diseases Acts can thus be 
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considered an attempt to control the supply of prostitution rather than the demand, and to reinforce 
the existing power dynamic of class and gender.107  
While viewed as obviously problematic from a modern morality perspective, a fair number of 
men and women in the Victorian era were also opposed to these measures and successfully fought to 
have them repealed, demonstrating one of the first successful western feminist campaigns. Those 
opposed were originally supposed to be “eccentric Cranks” and “religious zealots,” though throughout 
the 1870’s they eventually produced enough propaganda and political pressure to successfully repeal 
the acts in 1883.108 The repealers, as they were called, were opposed to the acts primarily because they 
violated “the legal safeguards … enjoyed by women in common with men,” they granted “absolute 
power over women” to policemen, they punished women and not men for the same actions, they 
“made vice safe” and non-punishable for men, and they “failed as moral and sanitary legislation.”109 
The majority of prostitutes in this time were young women ranging from 16 to their mid-
twenties, which is perhaps another reason why male lawmakers, police, and doctors were able to 
exercise such broad discretionary powers over prostitutes, having increased authority over these 
women due to a combination of occupation, gender, and age.110 Stereotypes from the time of why 
women entered prostitution were that young women were either “innocent victim[s] of middle-class 
seduction and betrayal” or “mere child[ren] drugged and entrapped into prostitution by white slavers,” 
when in reality entry into prostitution seems to have been gradual, and more or less voluntary, though 
also typically circumstantial and one of few options available to poor women.111 Many young women left 
their parents’ house for economic reasons, because their parents could not provide for them, and 
because of a consistent social undervaluing of daughters which constrained and financially exploited 
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young women far more than their brothers. Thus, a fair number of women turned to prostitution as a 
way to gain financial independence. Though the age of consent was 13 until 1885 when it was raised to 
16, the “age of sexual initiation” seems to have remained fairly constant at the age of 16 both before 
and after the change in legal age.112 Overall, the social and legal treatment of Victorian prostitutes 
demonstrates, at the very least, the lesser importance of women’s health and happiness compared to 
men at the time, but also the fact that women were viewed in a sexual context more than men. 
 
Modern School Dress Codes  
Reflections of the attempts to control Victorian prostitution can be seen in modern American 
school dress codes, where young women are targeted far more than young men. Much like the 
Contagious Diseases Acts, regulating the actions of women is seen as easier than changing male patterns 
of behavior, and women are often seen as the primary perpetrators in dress code violations. Sections of 
school dress codes are far longer and more specific for girls than boys, and girls, especially African 
American girls, are targeted with greater frequency than boys.113 For example, a video from a Texas high 
school recently received backlash for featuring a dress code video which showed only girls as 
violators.114 Though students and parents protested this portrayal, that no one involved in the creation 
of the video thought the portrayal was in any way problematic demonstrates how ingrained into society 
the notion of female responsibility for male behavior is. 
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 Over the past decade school dress codes have increasingly received criticism from the public, 
especially in the US. The UK deals less with this problem primarily because such a large percentage of 
public schools in the UK require students to wear specific uniforms. As of 2011 it was estimated that 
over 90 percent of secondary schools in the UK insisted on uniforms, and though there is still some 
debate about this topic in the UK, the main issue for most critics seems to be socioeconomic rather than 
gender based, now that more schools allow girls to wear both pants and skirts.115 
 In the US, in the 2015-2016 school year approximately 53 percent of public schools “enforced a 
strict dress code,” while another 22 percent required school uniforms.116 These statistics increased from 
the 1999-2000 school year, when the respective statistics were 47 percent and 12 percent.117 Schools 
and administrators in favor of strict dress codes claim that they help to create a professional 
environment, reduce the pressure of socioeconomic inequality, and deter or reduce gang activity in 
schools.118 Critics, however, question if dress codes are disproportionately created for and enforced 
against girls. 
The dress codes in the US and UK, both for uniform and non-uniform schools, vary wildly in both 
content and enforcement, so it is quite difficult to define an ‘average’ school dress code. However, most 
dress codes have rules that shorts and skirts must be a certain length, shoulders and midriffs cannot be 
exposed, and clothing cannot have illegal, suggestive, or profane content.119 While these are the three 
most common components of dress codes, many also have strict regulations for formal school dances as 
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well, though they primarily address specifics about female dress.120 Overall, most dress codes have more 
content regarding female students, and the content is often more specific than for male students. For 
example, one high school in Massachusetts has a dress code which has not been revised since the 1990’s 
with nine regulations, six of which target only female students.121 However, aspects of dress codes 
which do specifically target male students, such as ‘sagging pants,’ chains, or certain hairstyles, 
disproportionally affect African American students.122 Often, a school’s strict requirements can make it 
hard for females to purchase clothing which meets the dress code, which can frustrate both students 
and parents.123 Schools have responded to critique in various ways, from continuing to support and 
enforce the existing dress code, relaxing certain areas of the dress code, switching to uniforms, or 
completely reforming their dress code, though the last two are more rare. 124  
Many critics of school dress codes are the students themselves, and on nearly any social media 
platform one can easily find thousands of young women who feel their school dress codes are unfair. 
One such platform for women to reach out to each other is the Everyday Sexism Project, a platform 
where women around the world can share their experiences of sexism and gender inequality, and it has 
many testimonies regarding how young girls often feel their school dress codes are unjust. For example, 
one entry details how a girl was given detention for wearing shorts which did not adhere to the dress 
code, and as she left the front office she encountered a male student wearing “a shirt depicting two 
stick figures: the male holding down the females head in his crotch and saying ‘good girls swallow,’” 
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which went unremarked upon by passing teachers.125 This is just one of thousands of examples of young 
girls who feel that school dress codes are more harshly affecting girls, both in content and enforcement.  
The underlying reasons for dress codes which target primarily girls are social attitudes which 
consider girls’ bodies as sexual, regardless of context. Since this sexual objectification of women at 
increasingly young ages stems from many different aspects of society, as previously discussed, it is 
impossible to determine a single cause of these behaviors and beliefs. Many school girls, when being 
reprimanded for not adhering to the dress code, are told that they have to cover up to avoid 
‘distracting’ male students or teachers, and punishments for breaking dress code could include having to 
leave class to change outfits, being sent home, being given detention, or even being suspended, 
depending on an individual school’s policy. This reveals an assumption that women and girls are first, 
inherently sexual, and second, responsible for the behavior and decisions of their male peers. 
Furthermore, many critics of school dress codes claim that it prioritizes the education of male students 
over female students, in the sense that girls are often dismissed from class for fear of distracting male 
students.126 
It is not the existence of a code which is inherently problematic, as a code or uniform can indeed 
help create a professional environment and reduce socio-economic differences between students, but 
the fact that the codes disproportionally affect female students and create an environment where girls 
have to ‘cover up’ to protect the education of their male peers. This practice of “[e]xpecting girls to be 
the gatekeepers of boys' bad behavior is a slippery slope,” which can continue and be magnified in other 
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social situations, and enforces the idea for young men that they will not always have to face the 
consequences of their actions.127  
There is another aspect of this debate which focuses not on the codes necessarily, but the 
clothes themselves. Many parents of school-aged girls find that girls’ clothing is more revealing and 
form-fitting than boys’ clothing for the same age group, even for toddlers.128 This group typically agrees 
that society oversexualizes girls at increasingly young ages, but specifically advocates that the way to 
change this is by providing more clothing options for young girls, as the short, tight, and restrictive 
clothing marketed towards girls are one of the primary ways in which society is able to sexualize girls. 
This same belief in the oversexualization of girls’ clothing can lead to both support and opposition to 
school dress codes. Some people, especially parents, think the codes are too strict since they do not take 
into account what is available to young girls, and the solution should be to change the clothes which are 
offered to young girls rather than punish students for an industry which they cannot control. Others 
believe that strict dress codes help keep young girls from oversexualizing themselves by wearing popular 
and revealing clothing, and that the codes help lessen the pressure on girls to dress in a certain way or 
to follow sexualized media trends.  
The attitudes evident in the creation and enforcement of school dress codes, much like the 
Contagious Diseases Acts, reflect a double standard which is a core component of rape culture. Both 
case studies help establish the societal assumption that women are meant to be used for sex, and that 
they are at least partially responsible for male behavior, which includes sexual violence. This idea that 
women are responsible for male behavior becomes a further issue in schools when this attitude leads to 
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a lack of discipline for harassing behavior. If female students are viewed as sexual regardless of the 
context and told they are to blame for the decisions of their male peers, it becomes more common for 
behavior with more serious consequences to be blamed on females as well. For instance, the Everyday 
Sexism Project “[has] received thousands of testimonies from girls who have complained about being 
verbally harassed, touched, groped, chased, followed, licked, and assaulted at school, only to be told: 
“he just likes you”, or: “boys will be boys.””129 These easily dismissed behaviors become a more serious 
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III. Victim Blaming 
 Victim blaming is the practice of either partially or fully holding the victim of a crime responsible 
for the crime committed against them, and while not exclusive to sexual violence, victim blaming occurs 
most obviously in cases of rape and sexual assault.130 In cases of sexual violence the act of victim 
blaming has two aspects. First, blame is partially or fully removed from the offender, and second, blame 
is partially or fully assigned to the victim.131 Victim blaming typically promotes an attitude of assumed 
consent, that the offender would have assumed based on one or more factors that the victim was open 
to participating in sexual activity, and that the victim should have known better than to do whatever it is 
they did, implying that it is the victim’s duty not to be assaulted rather than the attacker’s responsibility 
to not harm others. 
An oft-cited rationale for the reasoning behind victim blaming of any kind, not only related to 
rape or sexual assault, is called the “just world hypothesis,” or the “just world belief.”132 Scholarship on 
this phenomenon began in 1965, and concludes that people want to believe or do believe that the world 
is just and that bad things do not happen to good people, so that if you control your actions and do the 
right things, bad things will not happen to you.133 Thus, if something terrible happens to a person it is 
easier for people to accept that it was due to the victim’s actions rather than uncontrollable events, and 
the belief acts as a defense mechanism so that people can believe bad things will not happen to them. 
Current studies conflict as to whether men or women are more likely to participate in victim blaming in 
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the context of rape or sexual assault, but this does at the very least demonstrate that both men and 
women do participate in the phenomenon.134  
 
Victorian Era 
For the Victorian era I will look at four main cultural instances of victim blaming, that is, how 
victim blaming was largely present in attitudes towards the clothing, previous sexual history, alcohol 
use, and marital status of victims of sexual violence. First, a combination of the increased presence of 
women in the public sphere and the increased uniformity of women’s clothing after industrialization 
suggest that there was some difficulty in distinguishing women of different social classes or occupations, 
leading to street harassment which was blamed on the new independence and clothing of Victorian 
women. Second, a woman’s previous sexual history was an easy target for perpetrators of sexual 
violence, as for a majority of the Victorian era it would discredit the victim in court and allow the 
offender to be found not guilty. Third, social attitudes towards alcohol shaped opinions of both victims 
and perpetrators. Finally, well past the Victorian era it was assumed that once a woman had married she 
had given her husband her sexual consent for the entire duration of their marriage, and thus there was 
no conception of marital rape. 
 
The Public Sphere and Increasingly Uniform Clothing 
During the Victorian era women’s clothing consisted primarily of dresses, or skirts and blouses, 
called shirtwaists, and it was considered proper for women to completely cover their entire bodies, 
leaving only faces and hair visible under hats or bonnets, a standard which did not become less strict 
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until the Edwardian era in the early 1900’s.135 Throughout the 1800’s even the sight of a woman’s ankle 
was “shocking,” and women were encouraged to reveal as little of themselves as possible in the street in 
order to avoid “insult and coarse familiarity,” or being perceived as less than a “true lady,” according to 
the November 1897 issue of the Ladies Home Journal.136  
While men wore almost entirely ready-made clothing purchased in stores by the 1890’s, the 
practice was not quite as popular for women due to the value of individuality in female clothing and 
sometimes elaborate styles which were at first difficult to mass-produce. Ready-made clothing, that is, 
items not custom-tailored for individuals, had begun to be incorporated into women’s fashion as early 
as 1870, especially with undergarments, but was still only partially used by the 1890’s and early 
1900’s.137 Women typically sewed their own clothes, had dressmakers make clothes for them, or bought 
ready-made or partially-finished pieces which they then completed themselves.138 Despite the 
continued individuality of women’s clothing, a combination of established fashion styles influenced by 
department stores and the more affordable price of clothing due to the industrialization of the textile 
industry led to women’s clothing beginning to appear more uniform across class boundaries as the 
Victorian era progressed.  
Before industrialization and the creation of ready-to-wear clothing, prostitutes, also called 
streetwalkers, had made themselves known to their customers through a combination of what was 
considered “physical and visual aggressiveness;” physically, their assertive gazes and “provoking 
deportments” were unlike the meek or demure behavior of respectable women, and their makeup and 
“gaudy dress” made them visibly appealing and distinguishable to male customers.139 With an increased 
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uniformity in women’s appearance came an increased social anxiety about the ability to distinguish 
between respectable and fallen women, which grew with the increased inclusion of women in social 
spheres outside the home.  
 With the opening of spheres of society such as music halls, department stores, public parks, and 
tea shops or restaurants to women in the 1860’s and 70’s, Victorian society experienced some anxiety 
about the new inclusion of women in the public domain, which was considered more “immoral” than 
the home.140 With an increase in respectable places for ladies to congregate and the decrease in 
popularity and usefulness of chaperones, women increasingly went into cities unattended.141 A 
combination of unaccompanied women and the increased availability of industrially-produced clothing 
frequently lead to the mistaking of respectable middle-class women for prostitutes, and vice-versa, as 
well as harassment of women in the public sphere because of an inability to tell a woman’s status from 
her clothes alone.142 This misidentification was actually 
so common that it became a subject to joke about, as 
exemplified by the image to the right. Prostitutes who 
dressed in fine clothes could be mistaken for 
respectable ladies, and young women of the middle 
class were mistaken for streetwalkers, and sometimes 
offered a path to reform, or more frequently, verbally 
or otherwise accosted by men.143  
The image to the right by C.J. Culliford 
demonstrates a “Scene in Regent Street” where a 
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woman is mistaken for a prostitute, with the accompanying text: “Philanthropic Divine: ’May I beg you 
to accept this good little book. Take it home and read it attentively. I am sure it will benefit you.’ Lady: 
‘Bless me, Sir, you’re mistaken. I am not a social evil, I am only waiting for a bus.’”144 Culliford’s image 
was meant to be humorous to a Victorian audience, who would have recognized a few social aspects 
which may not be immediately visible to a modern audience. The lithograph’s humor depends on its 
audience recognizing the sometimes awkward inclusion of women in the public sphere, and the 
confusion resulting from a change in traditional signifiers of respectability which were no longer 
completely applicable.145 This is because a woman in public, alone, or wearing makeup or certain kinds 
of clothes would traditionally signify the woman was a prostitute, but changing clothing norms and 
increasing the presence of women made such indicators less clear. Additionally, Culliford’s lithograph 
pokes fun at the overeager clergyman misidentifying the waiting woman as a prostitute.146 
 While misidentifying a woman’s social class based on her clothing may not appear to be an 
instance of victim blaming, the fault in such confusion and harassment was considered to be with 
women rather than men. Women were entering into social spheres which had been previously 
exclusively male at the same time that fashion and industry were enabling more women to wear similar 
styles. Young women of the upper middle class were blamed for imitating the styles of less respectable 
women, who were also blamed for their negative influence and their larger association with vice.147 
Middle class and upper middle class women were called selfish for being “seduced” by fashionable 
practices rather than embodying more traditional and modest virtues of womanhood.148  
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In order to avoid being harassed or further accosted, young women were encouraged by their 
parents or husbands not to respond to any crude behavior or remarks from men, to avoid looking at 
men, to dress as respectably as possible, to not go into the city alone or at all if avoidable, and to stay 
confined to specific areas where there was a decreased likelihood of being accosted.149 This again 
demonstrates attitudes of victim blaming, insinuating that if a woman does not perform preventive 
measures against assault it is her own fault for being harassed. Though some women encouraged other 
women to defy such harassment by glaring back at men, this was not common.150  
 
Previous Sexual History 
Another way to engage in victim blaming in the 1800’s was to discredit a rape through proving, 
or at least convincingly suggesting to a judge or jury, that a woman was not a virgin. Victorian society 
believed that ‘fallen’ women were essentially irredeemable, and thus the social consensus was that if a 
woman was not a virgin before she was raped, she had very likely consented, or was in no position to 
claim that she had not consented. In court cases involving sexual violence, “the prosecutrix’s 
credibility…usually depended on her sexual character,” and if it was doubtful that the victim was a virgin 
or loyal wife with no history of adultery before the rape, the case would very likely result in an acquittal 
for the defendant.151 One such example of this is visible in a case from 1870 where a fifteen year old girl 
accused a clergyman of raping her, but among other factors, it was decided that “the statements of the 
prosecutrix were of such character as to render the dismissal of the defendant quite justifiable,” since it 
was suggested not only that the girl was lying, but that both she and her mother had a history of 
associating with men, and were therefore untrustworthy.152 
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A history of chastity and good behavior were necessary requirements for women to be able to 
prove that they did not consent to sex. Due to the narrow and specific definitions of rape at the time, 
the burden of the victim in a rape trial was to prove that they had not consented, which was done 
through evidence of the rape itself, as well as medical evidence of physical resistance to the rape and 
good moral character, both of which were necessary to prove the rape was against the victim’s will.153 
Evidence of good behavior could prove pivotal in a trial, evident in an 1850 case where despite medical 
evidence of an “indecisive nature,” the jury still delivered a guilty verdict to the attacker, partially 
because the victim was described by her employer as “well-behaved, and no man keeping company with 
her.”154  
This perhaps unfair burden of proof placed on survivors meant that rape indictments were 
neither common nor representative of the actual number of rapes in Victorian England, since there were 
so many obstacles to even prosecuting a rape case that many rapes were either not reported or not 
brought to trial.155 The rate of indictments was lowered even further from the average rate by about ten 
percent when the victim was a drunkard or a prostitute, further suggesting that women lacking ‘good 
character,’ sexual or otherwise, were indeed believed to have consented in some way.156 This attitude 
was not unique to the Victorian period however, as previous centuries of laws detailing sexual crimes 
prohibited “certain classes of women, such as prostitutes,” from even making accusations of rape.157 
Finally, the rate of rape indictments in the Victorian era is not reflective of the overall number of rapes, 
since many went unreported, or were reported but the attacker was unknown or not brought to trial. 
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For instance, a rape which occurred in Bristol in 1850 provides an example where a woman was raped 
while alone at home, but the attacker escaped and was unable to be found by police.158  
In the Victorian era Christianity had a strong influence over many aspects of society. Particularly 
for the middle class, weekly attendance was expected in Church or chapel and religious values such as 
piety, chastity, faithfulness, and goodness were heavily stressed. An 1851 census revealed that forty 
percent of the population attended weekly religious services, and though skepticism became more 
prevalent after Charles Darwin’s 1859 On the Origin of Species, traditionally Christian values were still a 
central part of Victorian society and the idea of respectability was essentially tied to piety.159 It is 
possible that Victorians placed such importance on a woman’s sexual history due to England’s roots in 
Christianity. Ancient Hebrew law dictated that a husband pay a “bride price” to the woman’s father or 
owner, with a higher price for virgins and a lower price for non-virgins or slaves. Even if a woman’s 
unchastity was due to rape, social belief still largely held that regardless of the circumstances the loss of 
chastity was at least partially the fault of the woman. This was evident in ancient Hebrew laws, which in 
some cases allowed for both virgins and married women to be stoned to death for being raped.160 Based 
on this and other customs or teachings, it is possible that traditional beliefs rooted in Christianity could 
have influenced the development of English law and social attitudes about rape.161  
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Attitudes about a woman’s sexual history in the Victorian era was closely tied to other social 
beliefs and practices, such as social class, prostitution, alcohol, the influence of Christianity, and sexual 
double standards. However, it demonstrates its own unique rhetoric of victim blaming for two reasons. 
First, considering sexual history as a factor in consent implies that only a woman who is a virgin can give 
consent, thus removing agency from women who either have willingly had sex or were raped. Second, 
implicating a woman based on her sexual history helps absolve men of blame in raping an unchaste 
woman, as it considers their rape a lesser crime than the rape of a virgin.  
 
Alcohol 
 In ancient Rome drinking was socially viewed as a “precursor to adulterous behavior by a 
woman,” and thus was punishable by death, and later punishable by divorce.162 In Victorian England, 
drinking was not in itself a punishable offense, but it continued to be associated with indecent behavior, 
and was a vice which was often thought to accompany prostitution. The factor of alcohol had a rather 
paradoxical effect in rape cases, as it was associated with unproper sexual behavior for women, but as 
the century progressed it also became associated with the helplessness of women.  
 Alcohol use by a victim was thought to display loose morals, which affected the perception of 
the victim, evident in the ten percent decrease of overall rape conviction rates when the victim was a 
drunkard, a prostitute, or both.163 This negative perception of alcohol was not isolated only to rape cases 
and how it affected victims or perpetrators, as the temperance movement against the use of alcohol 
itself was quite a prominent part of Victorian society after it began in the 1830’s.164 While it is difficult to 
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separate drunk victims from victims who were prostitutes due to overlap, the lower conviction rate 
demonstrates a social willingness to blame a victim’s rape on both her alcohol intake and sexual history. 
However, as the century progressed alcohol intake by victims became one of the first reasons that a 
victim would not have to demonstrate physical proof of resisting rape. A case at the Old Bailey Court in 
London from 1845 where the victim had been given alcohol intentionally until she was no longer fully 
conscious resulted in a rather notable guilty verdict. The jury concluded that “if the victim was insensible 
through intoxication, she was in no position to exercise free will, and evidence of force in this situation 
did not have to be presented.”165 Their decision was quite remarkable, as it equated the notion of 
consent with free will, which opened up legal arguments for why a woman could not demonstrate proof 
of physical resistance but still have objected to being raped, allowing for further progression of the 
understanding of rape.  
 Social views of alcohol remained rather paradoxical in the nineteenth century especially with 
the rise of the temperance movement, as reformers believed that alcohol made men into “beasts,” and 
both “corrupted” women and rendered them “as defenseless as the child of 14.”166 Thus, members of 
the middle and upper classes believed that keeping alcohol from women, and especially from working 
class women, would protect them both from falling into a life of vice and promiscuity as well as protect 
them from being preyed on by men. While not a form of victim blaming on its own to the extent it is 
today, both its effect on conviction rates and its heavy association with sexual deviancy of women, vice 
in general, and the lower class, suggest that according to social beliefs, alcohol was a contributor to 
sexual promiscuity and sexual violence. Victorians recognized that alcohol lowered inhibitions of both 
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men and women, and continued to blame sexual violence involving intoxicated attackers or victims on 
alcohol’s effects rather than the decisions of attackers.  
 
Marital Rape 
 Marital rape, or spousal rape, is currently defined as sexual acts performed without consent by a 
spouse, and does not necessarily indicate that violence or force have to be used, merely that there is a 
lack of consent.167 The idea that rape can occur within a marriage is a relatively new concept, as legal 
history documents that for a significant period of time it was believed once a woman and man were 
married, the woman had given her consent to any sexual relations and could not revoke that consent at 
any time. For instance, a compilation of English laws originally published in the 1700’s written by Sir 
Matthew Hale stated that a husband cannot legally commit rape against his wife, “for by their mutual 
matrimonial consent and contract the wife hath given up herself in this kind unto her husband, which 
she cannot retract.”168  
Denying marital rape as a legitimate form of rape is a form of victim blaming, since it assumes 
that once someone has given their consent once, they cannot take it back. This removes blame from the 
perpetrator, who assumes that because they are married and have received consent in the past they 
cannot be blamed for assuming consent, and assigns blame to the victim, who is told they should have 
never given consent in the first place, or that they should have chosen their spouse more carefully. In 
Victorian England, though the notion of marital rape as a legitimate form of rape never became a legally 
punishable offense, it did become a subject of early women’s rights and feminist campaigns. The most 
notable legal development on the status of marital rape was in the 1889 case of Regina v. Clarence, 
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where a wife accused her husband of inflicting harm against her in transmitting Gonorrhea to her.169 
After acquitting the defendant and agreeing with the majority that “marital rape” as a crime did not 
exist, the judge issued a separate statement claiming he did not believe that “as between married 
persons rape is impossible.”170 While men did have to face legal consequences for murder and excessive 
beatings, abuse which was sexual, psychological, or emotional was not punishable throughout the 
nineteenth century. Thus, many women who had sexually abusive husbands would seek charges of 
assault and battery as a way to circumvent the ‘marital rape exemption.’171  
It is difficult to determine the statistics of how many women were sexually abused by their 
husbands since the issue could not be brought to court, but there is evidence that at least some women 
were being abused in their marriages in the Victorian era, sexually or otherwise. Divorces could be 
granted to wives on grounds of cruelty, which were 18% of total divorces in America from 1867-1871, 
and 29% of total divorces in America in the early 1900’s.172 While there are multiple factors which could 
explain this increase in rates and the statistics do not indicate what kind of cruelty the divorce entailed, 
the statistics do demonstrate that marriages in the Victorian era did sometimes include some kinds of 
violence. Furthermore, these statistics fail to include the number of women who may have suffered 
silently due to male dominance in the home and fear or shame of discussing such matters, and thus 
there is no way to know for certain how many women were sexually abused by their husbands during 
this time. 
 Many women’s rights advocates opposed the idea that men could forcefully have sex with their 
wives. Notable feminist John Stewart Mill observed in his 1859 work, “The Subjection of Women,” that 
the required bodily submission of a wife to her husband ensured that “there remain[ed] no legal slaves, 
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except the mistress of every house,” since even female slaves could “refuse to her master the last 
familiarity.”173 Doctors and women’s rights advocates cited multiple reasons as to why forced sex was 
harmful not only to women, but to men as well, from harming the reproductive qualities of both parties, 
to proving degeneracy or inferiority, to causing a number of physical ailments.174 This focus on the 
ailments of men in their marriages was partially due to the growing cult of masculinity and an attempt 
to improve the home experience for men, since the cult of masculinity portrayed the home as a place 
for men to rest from work and seek relationships with their wives.175 It also may have been a deliberate 
choice of women’s right advocates to deter men, the main offenders, from forcing sex with their wives 
by demonstrating the negative consequences to them.  
 Many women’s rights advocates also opposed marital rape because it supported the long-held 
belief that women were the property of men. Certain tenets of Christianity which were reinforced for 
centuries cemented the idea that a woman belonged to her husband, a belief still very much present in 
the Victorian era, evident in the singular legal identity of a man and his wife. This idea was increasingly 
objected to, as women began to advocate for increased individual rights, and increases in women’s 
ability to hold jobs and control their own wages and property. People also attempted to raise social 
awareness of marital rape through both fictional and non-fictional literature. The inclusion of marital 
violence in literature, whether sexual or otherwise, was typically political in the sense that it was meant 
to evoke the reader’s sympathy and inspire social change.176 Novels were especially effective at this, as 
they allowed readers to identify with characters who may have been of a different gender or social class, 
helping readers to better understand and emphasize with problems such as domestic violence. Books 
                                                          
173 Bourke, “Sexual Violence, Marital Guidance, and Victorian Bodies: An Aesthesiology,” pp. 422-423. 
174 Ibid. pp. 425-426.  
175 Ibid. pp. 426.  
176 Lynn Renee Wingert, Battered, Bruised, and Abused Women: Domestic Violence in Nineteenth-Century British 




such as Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens (1838), The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Anne Bronte (1848), 
Morality of Marriage by Mona Caird (1897), and Janet’s Repentance by George Eliot (1858) all helped 
bring awareness of violence against women to public attention.177  
   
Modern Era 
 While the rhetoric of victim blaming is very similar in the modern and Victorian eras and there 
are some shared factors in the types of victim blaming experienced by victims, such as clothing, they 
each period displays its own unique methods of participating in victim blaming. Modern society 
primarily engages in victim blaming by focusing on clothing, alcohol, the victim’s responsibility in cases 
of marital rape, and late reporting, which is closely tied to the idea of false reporting.  
 
Clothing 
 From the end of the nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth century changes in political, 
economic, and social spheres caused remarkable changes in fashion over a relatively short period of 
time. While it was common in the Victorian era for the face to be the only part of a woman’s body which 
was not covered by clothing, in the modern era this is no longer necessarily the case. The evolution and 
eventual ‘death’ of the corset, rising hemlines, the influence of travel, dance and sport, and the 
introduction of many trends such as trousers for women, zippers, bikinis, and jeans all greatly influenced 
women’s clothing in the twentieth century.178  
In the twenty-first century, globalization, mass production of factory clothing, and the dawn of 
internet shopping have resulted in relatively accessible and inexpensive clothing, although high-end or 
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name-brand clothing is typically much more expensive. Today’s fashionable clothing is influenced by the 
ideas of brand clothing and celebrity culture, as well as extensive media and advertising campaigns. 
Furthermore, while clothing in the Victorian era was almost solely tied to class and gender, nowadays 
clothing is tied not only to socio-economic class, but to race, gender identity, religion, geographical 
region, and age, all of which have an impact on what clothing women wear, and on what is considered 
fashionable and acceptable.  
While individual styles and ideas of what is acceptable vary greatly, today both men and women 
typically show far more skin than was acceptable in Victorian society. Visible arms, shoulders, necks, 
ankles, legs, and thighs are all largely perceived as normal, although there are some debates as to how 
short or form-fitting items of clothing should be, as visible in the previously mentioned dress code 
debate. Necklines of shirts or dresses can vary greatly, and hemlines of dresses and skirts can fall 
anywhere from upper thighs to ankles. Some of the most common items of clothing worn today by 
women are t-shirts, sweaters, jeans, shorts, leggings or yoga pants, various types of dresses, and 
hoodies or sweatshirts. Especially in America, this transition could perhaps be summarized as a 
transition to ‘casual dress,’ which emphasizes comfort and informal styles.179 
 Perhaps partly due to generational differences in standards of modesty, there is a pervasive 
belief in modern society that clothing is a prominent cause of sexual violence. The general belief shared 
by many is that the way women dress is indicative of how they will be perceived and treated, and thus 
women who wear exposing or provocative clothing are at least partially responsible for any sexual 
violence committed against them, as they should have known how their clothing would have been 
perceived by men. 180 One difficulty in assessing this belief is that since there are so many ‘acceptable’ 
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styles of clothing it is difficult to determine what exactly is ‘unacceptable’ or ‘provocative,’ since 
different people have different standards and beliefs.  
 This belief is visible on social media and in the courtroom, when at rape or sexual assault trials 
the defense will sometimes argue that the clothing that the victim was wearing indicated that they must 
have been open to sexual activity, and thus it was reasonable for the offender to assume that the victim 
would give consent. Shorts, skirts, dresses, jeans, and even fake tans of victims have all been cited as 
reasons to discredit the idea that the victim did not offer consent to their attacker.181 Though several 
cases demonstrating such reasoning have led to public protest over the idea that a woman’s clothing is 
at least partially responsible for sexual violence, the argument continues to be made nonetheless.182  
Due to the differing ideas of modesty and ‘acceptable’ clothing, there is no universal agreement 
about what clothing is considered provocative, although clothing is typically deemed such because it is 
form-fitting or exposes a lot of skin. However, a core component of this debate is whether provocative 
clothing is a reason or excuse for sexual violence. Some people will claim that a woman dressing like a 
‘slut,’ typically by wearing tight or revealing clothing, means that they are looking for sexual activity, 
whereas others will claim that women do not wear clothing solely for attracting men, and that even if a 
woman is wearing revealing clothing or seeking sexual activity, that does not mean she would welcome 
every sexual advance made by every man. 
A recent high-profile case in Cork, Ireland, where the accused was eventually acquitted, involved 
displaying the victim’s underwear, which was a thong with a lacy front, to the judge and jury. The 
perpetrator’s lawyer argued that the victim’s underwear demonstrated that the victim was predisposed 
                                                          
181 Marie O'Halloran, “TD holds up thong in Dáil in protest at Cork rape trial comments,” The Irish Times, 13 
November 2018, www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/td-holds-up-thong-in-d%C3%A1il-in-protest-at-
cork-rape-trial-comments-1.3696564 and Alessandra Stanley, “Ruling on Tight Jeans and Rape Sets Off Anger in 
Italy,” The New York Times, 16 February 1999, https://www.nytimes.com/1999/02/16/world/ruling-on-tight-jeans-
and-rape-sets-off-anger-in-italy.html.  
182 O'Halloran, “TD holds up thong in Dáil in protest at Cork rape trial comments.”  
Murray 56 
 
to meeting or engaging in sexual activity with someone, and thus she must have consented or given the 
accused reasonable belief that they would have consented.183 A similar trial in Scotland from 2002 
displayed the victim’s underwear, also a type of thong, to the judge and jury to suggest that the victim’s 
clothing predisposed her to consent to sexual activity. While this trial ended in a guilty verdict rather 
than an acquittal like the Cork case, the victim experienced such trauma from this event and the rest of 
the case that she committed suicide before the sentencing.184  
 However, statistics do not back up the claim that women’s provocative dress is a reason for 
sexual violence. First, there is evidence of men and women being attacked in not only revealing clothing, 
but everyday attire as well more conservative clothing, such as long dresses and even burkas or 
hijabs.185 An art display at the University of Kansas recently demonstrated this, by exhibiting the types of 
clothing which were worn by rape or sexual assault survivors, showing that victims are not targeted 
solely based on their attire.186  
Second, while the Bureau of Justice found that reports of rape and sexual assault tend to be 
slightly higher in the spring and summer than in fall or winter, this finding is not as condemning as it may 
seem. First, the tendency for sexual violence to be higher in the summer than winter is not statistically 
significant, as there was no overall “peak season” for this type of crime and rates were actually higher in 
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winter than in fall.187 Second, the study did not break down the statistics by region, and thus it is difficult 
to conclude if any differences are related to weather or amount of clothing. Third, the Bureau of Justice 
found that several types of crimes demonstrate a seasonal fluctuation. Household property 
victimization, household burglary, household larceny, aggravated assault, intimate partner violence, 
serious violence involving weapons, serious violence resulting in injury, and simple assault of adults 18 
and older all showed statistically significant results of crime rates peaking in the summer and dropping 
in winter.188 While it is difficult to isolate a single factor for this trend, and not all crime takes place 
outside, it is possible that crime could simply be more prevalent in seasons where more people are 
outdoors or able to move easily between locations. Furthermore, as rape and sexual assault are among 
the most underreported types of crime, it is difficult to assess how accurate these trends actually are, so 
it is not possible to conclude that comparatively less clothing is a cause of rape or sexual assault.  
 
Marital Rape 
Marital rape was not legally considered a form of rape in the UK until 1991.189 In the US, marital 
rape was slowly accepted as an illegal form of rape in all 50 states from the 1970’s to 1993, so that by 
1993 there was legislation in all states classifying marital rape as a punishable offense.190 This change 
was largely due to worldwide feminist movements in the 1970’s raising public awareness of issues such 
as marital rape, and an increasing social belief that marriage did not negate the notion of consent.  
While now accepted as a legitimate and legally punishable form of rape, marital rape still 
remains an issue in modern society. Several studies have found that “as the victim-offender relationship 
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becomes more intimate, the likelihood that the incident is defined as rape decreases, attribution of 
blame to the victim increases, and the level of perceived harm decreases.”191 Thus, rape can occur not 
only within marriages, but within other relationships as well, but the general public is not as likely to 
consider such situations rape so much as they would a rape between two strangers.  
Modern cases of marital rape demonstrate victim blaming not because it is not accepted as a 
form of rape, as was the case in the Victorian era, but because of the prevalence of the question “why 
doesn’t she just leave?”192 While it is more feasible and acceptable for women to leave their husbands 
now than it was in the Victorian era, this question demonstrates how in cases of domestic violence the 
blame is still typically directed towards the victims rather than the abusers.193 The first instinct of many 
people when hearing that a woman was abused by a partner or spouse is not to condemn the abuser, 
but to ask why the victim did nothing to stop the abuse. Despite many reasons why victims may be 
afraid or hesitant to leave a spouse or partner, there is still a common perception that women are 
“stupid” for not leaving an abusive relationship, or that they “let him do it.”194  
While domestic violence does not always include rape or sexual assault, the two can overlap. 
Whether or not such abuse involves sexual violence, some survivors of domestic violence claim that the 
best way to combat both domestic violence and victim blaming attitudes towards domestic violence is 
to “break the silence” and discuss how real people are affected by such abuse.195 
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 Along with clothing, alcohol is 
one of the most prevalent types of 
victim blaming in modern society. 
Social beliefs regarding alcohol’s role in 
sexual violence also demonstrates a 
double standard, since drinking alcohol 
is thought to absolve attackers from 
blame, but to condemn victims. 
Attackers are portrayed as simply making poor decisions or mistakes while intoxicated, while victims 
should ‘know better’ than to put themselves at risk by consuming alcohol, since women are taught from 
a young age that drinking will make them vulnerable.196 Essentially, there are different associations for 
alcohol’s role in a rape for victims and attackers, even if both parties are drunk in the same situation, 
such as in the Brock Turner case. This thought process is summarized in the cartoon above, which also 
alludes to the increasingly polarized nature of sexual violence in American politics.197 This double 
standard could also stem from more general social acceptance of drunkenness for men than women.198 
 Due to university drinking culture, this association between alcohol and sexual violence is 
especially visible on college campuses, both in the US and the UK. Since over half of college women who 
experience any sort of sexual assault never report their attack, exact statistics of sexual violence at 
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universities are somewhat difficult to come by.199 Estimates suggest that in the US between twenty and 
twenty-five percent of women will be sexually assaulted while in college, nearly ninety-nine percent of 
attackers are male, and “at least 50 percent of student sexual assaults involve alcohol, … about 43 
percent of sexual assault events involve alcohol use by the victim, [and] 69 percent involve alcohol use 
by the perpetrator.”200 While this suggests that perpetrators are more likely to consume alcohol than 
victims, the overall cultural perception is that girls, the majority of victims, should not drink alcohol.201  
 Previous studies from the early 2000’s have found correlations between alcohol and rape or 
sexual assault based on similar statistics. These studies observe that alcohol lowers inhibitions and 
decreases the ability of a victim to fight back, and note the stereotype that drinking women are 
“sexually available and appropriate targets,” all of which perpetrators may exploit to perform sexual 
assault.202 Such studies claim that “alcohol’s psychological, cognitive and motor effects contribute to 
sexual assault,” but do not explicitly claim that alcohol directly causes sexual assault.203 Despite not 
claiming causation, such studies have reinforced victim blaming attitudes among the general public 
because statements such as the above that claim that alcohol contributes to sexual assault are 
sometimes misunderstood as signifying that alcohol causes sexual assault. More recent studies are often 
more explicit in claiming that while sexual assault may be more likely if alcohol is a factor, this does not 
mean it is the victim’s fault.204 
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 Such observations began to change in 2016 due largely to the widespread public attention given 
to the Stanford sexual assault case regarding then-student Brock Turner. Turner was a student athlete at 
Stanford who was witnessed attacking an unconscious woman behind a dumpster, and was caught by 
eyewitness while attempting to flee the scene. Upon discovering that the victim did not remember the 
events of the night due to drinking, Turner and his defense team began arguing that the interaction was 
consensual. Found unanimously guilty on three counts by twelve jurors, the maximum sentence which 
Turner was facing was fourteen years, though prosecutors only asked for six. Instead, Turner was 
sentenced to six months in county jail, of which he only served three months due to good behavior, 
followed by three years of probation and registration as a lifetime sex offender. Judge Aaron Persky 
justified the light sentence as concern that a longer sentence would have had “a severe impact” on 
Turner, who was only twenty at the time.205 
 The case inspired public outcry for several reasons. First, despite an overwhelming amount of 
evidence and the jury’s unanimous guilty verdict on all counts, Turner received what one juror called a 
“ridiculously lenient sentence,” serving only three of his assigned six months in county jail.206 This 
outraged people both because it showed how there are few actual consequences for rapists, and 
because it demonstrated privilege for the white, middle-class, male offender. This privilege was again 
demonstrated in initial reports of the assault, where Turner was pictured with a yearbook picture rather 
than a mug-shot, and it was repeatedly emphasized that he was a promising swimmer.207  
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Second, despite the plethora of evidence against Turner, he "failed to take responsibility, … to 
show remorse and … to tell the truth" about his actions.208 Turner blamed all of his actions on the fact 
that he had been drinking that night, and on the peer pressure he experienced to drink and party. Other 
than claiming that he regretted drinking, he did not think his actions were wrong or worthy of 
punishment. In his closing statement Turner expressed his hope that the experience would help teach 
others that “one night of drinking could ruin a life.”209 Turner’s father also thought that jail time was “a 
steep price to pay for 20 minutes of action,” and that the stress of the trial and withdrawing from school 
had been enough punishment for his son.210 Turner’s defense argued that being drunk had caused 
Turner to make poor decisions, but that he now recognized the danger of drinking and should not be 
doubly punished. At the same time, Turner’s defense argued that the victim had chosen to consume 
alcohol, and should have known better than to do so. This dissonance in accepting responsibility shows 
attitudes of victim blaming, and a double standard surrounding alcohol’s role in sexual violence.  
 Third, a twelve-page statement by Emily Doe, the anonymous victim, highlighting all of the trial’s 
issues went viral for its eloquent summary of the case and the issue of victim blaming, further increasing 
the notoriety of the case. The victim questioned why she was still explaining to Turner, a year after the 
event, that he was wrong not for drinking, but for forcing himself upon a person who was unable to 
consent, and that in blaming alcohol he was refusing to accept responsibility for his actions.211 Emily Doe 
was named the Glamour 2016 Woman of the Year for her “powerful” statement, for helping spread the 
issue of victim blaming, and for promoting the importance of recognizing consent.212 
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 Sources and studies from after this 2016 case differ from earlier studies, because while they 
note the correlation between sexual violence and alcohol, sources increasingly specify that it is not a 
cause-and-effect relationship, and that the only true cause of rape is rapists.213 The Stanford sexual 
assault case helped to increase public awareness of victim blaming, resulting in increased resources 
which seek to remind people that sexual violence is never the victim’s fault. However, people continue 
to cite reducing campus drinking, mainly of females, as a leading way to reduce sexual violence.214 
 
False Accusations and Underreporting 
 The final aspect of modern victim blaming that I will discuss is the attitude of disbelief towards 
victims who claim that they have been raped or sexually assaulted. There is a common belief that many 
accusations of rape are false, and that making an accusation is an easy way for women to ruin the lives 
of men.215 This belief becomes even more prominent if a victim of sexual violence does not immediately 
report the incident. Victims are told that if they were really attacked they should have reported 
immediately, and if they did not, they are often considered untrustworthy witnesses. Especially in the 
wake of the high-profile Ford vs. Kavanaugh hearings of 2018, the idea of false accusations has become 
an increasingly debated topic.216  
 Two cases which offer pertinent background to this topic are the Harvey Weinstein scandal of 
2017 and the Kavanaugh Supreme Court interviews of 2018. A New York Times article published on 
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October 5th, 2017 detailed nearly three decades of sexual assault allegations against Hollywood director 
Harvey Weinstein which had been previously hidden, and in the days following the article Weinstein was 
fired from the board of his company.217 The scandal received much public attention, and the dozens of 
women who eventually came forward against Weinstein were later named the TIME people of the year 
for their influence in raising awareness about the prevalence of sexual assault, and for their bravery in 
speaking out against a wealthy, famous, and powerful man.218 
The Weinstein scandal quickly gave rise to two global social movements which were primarily 
played out on Twitter, the #MeToo and #NotAllMen hashtags. In the #MeToo movement male and 
female victims publicly affirmed that they too had experienced harassment or sexual violence, to show 
the sheer number of people, especially women, who are affected by sexual violence.219 Within twenty-
four hours the hashtag had been tweeted over five hundred thousand times, and it was tweeted over 
eighteen million times in one year, not including its use on other social media platforms such as 
Facebook.220 The movement brought a lot of awareness to the prevalence of sexual violence globally, 
and the fact that it is a topic people seldom discuss, but it also gave rise to a counter movement. 
The #NotAllMen hashtag attempted to derail the #MeToo movement’s momentum by claiming 
that #MeToo was blaming all men, when in reality only a minority of men harass or assault women. This 
movement largely consisted of individual men who insisted that they had never committed such actions, 
                                                          
217 Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey, “Harvey Weinstein Paid Off Sexual Harassment Accusers for Decades,” The 
New York Times, 5 October 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/us/harvey-weinstein-harassment-
allegations.html and “Harvey Weinstein timeline: How the scandal unfolded,” BBC News, BBC, 10 January 2019, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-41594672.  
218 Stephanie Zacharek, Eliana Dockterman, and Haley Sweetland Edwards, “The Silence Breakers,” TIME Person of 
the Year, TIME Magazine, 6 December 2017, http://time.com/time-person-of-the-year-2017-silence-
breakers/?utm_campaign=time&utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&xid=time_socialflow_facebook
.  
219 Susan Chira, “Numbers Hint at Why #MeToo Took Off: The Sheer Number Who Can Say Me Too,” The New York 
Times, 21 February 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/21/upshot/pervasive-sexual-harassment-why-me-
too-took-off-poll.html and Rozina Sini, “How 'MeToo' is exposing the scale of sexual abuse,” BBC, 16 October 2017, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-41633857.  




and that it was sexist to distrust all men because of the actions of a few. Advocates of the #MeToo 
movement opposed the #NotAllMen movement by stating that women were not claiming that all men 
attacked women, but that nearly all women had some experience of being harassed or worse by men, 
and the movement’s purpose was to raise awareness of the actual prevalence of sexual assault.221 
 The 2018 Kavanaugh hearings became a media sensation when Judge Brent Kavanaugh, who 
was nominated to be a Supreme Court Justice, was accused by Dr. Christine Ford of having sexually 
assaulted her at a party in high school.222 This quickly polarized the hearings, with Republicans siding 
with Judge Kavanaugh and Democrats siding with Dr. Ford. Republicans believed that the accusations 
had been fabricated by the political left to invalidate their right-wing candidate, and Democrats believed 
that Republicans were willfully ignoring evidence against Kavanaugh in order to ensure their candidate 
would be a Supreme Court Justice.223  
A central issue of the debate was that if Ford was telling the truth about the assault, why had 
she waited thirty years and only reported it when her alleged attacker was nominated for a prestigious 
position? Both sides of the political spectrum believed that the other had miscarried justice in some 
way; Republicans were outraged that someone would interrupt an honest assessment of a candidate 
with politically-charged lies, and Democrats were furious that the eventual confirmation of Kavanaugh 
to the Supreme Court showed a blatant lack of care for all victims of sexual violence.224 For some people 
it provided further evidence that many victims of sexual violence were untrustworthy, and that many 
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accusation of rape or sexual assault are fabricated for either media attention or to intentionally ruin a 
man’s life.  
In the past few years several notable sexual 
violence cases, especially the two detailed above, have 
contributed to the spread of fear among some men 
that women will begin randomly accusing them of 
sexual assault, and they will be jailed because judges 
and juries are more sympathetic towards women. This 
fear was demonstrated recently on Twitter with the 
trending #HimToo hashtag, in response to #MeToo 
movement. The idea behind the #HimToo movement 
is demonstrated in the Twitter image to the right, that 
men are at risk of being falsely accused, and that they 
are at risk of having their lives ruined through serving 
time for a crime they did not commit.225 While there 
are indeed examples of women falsely accusing men 
of sexual violence, such as the accusation against Duke lacrosse players in 2006 and the alleged gang 
rape of a University of Virginia student in 2014, these are the exception, not the rule.226 The fear of 
being incarcerated due to a false accusation is unfounded for two main reasons. 
First, false accusations make up only a very small percentage of rape or sexual assault cases. The 
estimated number is somewhere between two and ten percent in the US, and this number is actually 
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thought to be inflated because police terminology is not universal, and cases deemed ‘false’ or 
‘unfounded’ may be grouped together despite the difference between one signifying ‘not true’ and the 
other meaning ‘lacking sufficient evidence.’227 Meanwhile, various studies estimate that sixty-three to 
seventy-seven percent of sexual assaults are never reported to the police.228 This shows that very few 
cases actually involve false accusations, and that instead, the majority of rapes and sexual assaults are 
never reported. It is quite likely that rape and sexual assault are the most underreported crimes in the 
US.229 Thus, it is statistically more likely than not that a victim of sexual violence is telling the truth if 
they claim to have been raped or assaulted.  
Author and researcher Sandra Newman also has found that every academic study on the subject 
concludes that the most prevalent type of victims who fabricate charges of sexual violence are teenage 
girls attempting to get out of trouble.230 These girls were found to have told their parents that they were 
raped or assaulted in order to cover up their behavior, such as sex, pregnancy, or missed curfews, and it 
was typically the parents who reported the alleged rape to the police. This finding supports the statistic 
that nearly half of all false rape accusations are not reported by the victim themselves, but by another 
person, frequently a parent or guardian, and further disproves the notion that women randomly claim 
they have been assaulted in order to exact revenge or receive media attention.231 
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The second reason these beliefs are 
false is because of all men who are brought 
to court on rape or sexual assault charges, 
only a small percentage are actually 
prosecuted for the crime. Demonstrated by 
the image to the right, out of all cases of 
rape in the US only a small percentage of 
rapists will be incarcerated.232 Moreover, in 
the US perpetrators of sexual assault are 
less likely to be incarcerated than 
perpetrators of other types of crime, further disproving the idea that men are at risk of being jailed 
without proof of sexual violence.233 
Although many people tend to believe that rape is doubtful if it is not reported or reported late, 
there are several reasons why a victim may choose not to report, or to report late. Fear of retaliation by 
the attacker or others, belief that the police could or would not do anything to help, doubt that they 
would be believed or that the matter was significant enough to report, not wanting to get the 
perpetrator in trouble, belief that the process of prosecuting an attacker in court would be traumatic or 
pointless, or personal trauma from the event which compels the victim to not discuss it are all reasons 
given by victims as to why they did not report their rape to the police.234 These reasons can essentially 
be combined into three categories: a general fear of retaliation, belief in the pointlessness of reporting 
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due to the low rate of incarceration for rapists, and uncertainty as to whether they will be believed or if 
their experience was significant enough to be reported.  
Victims’ fear of retaliation for reporting sexual violence is perhaps most understandable in the 
context of workplace sexual assault. Workplace sexual assault is often vastly underreported because 
women fear that they or their career will be penalized for informing a superior about harassment or 
assault. Despite initial studies from the 1980’s finding that company policies telling the harasser to stop 
their behavior “made things better,” more recent studies have increasingly found that workplace sexual 
assault policies demonstrate the opposite.235 A 1998 study found that employees who reported sexual 
assault “experienced worsened job outcomes,” and a 2002 study found that reporting “often triggers 
retaliation,” and can lead to “lowered job satisfaction and greater psychological distress.”236 Fear and 
uncertainty can lead many women not to report, especially if the source of harassment is from a 
superior in the workplace.  
Women also tend not to report because they are aware of how society views rape victims, and 
they are aware that the criminal justice system incarcerates very few rapists, even in cases with strong 
evidence that the rape occurred, such as the previously mentioned Belfast Trial of 2018. This leads to a 
social belief that for crimes of sexual assault and rape, the criminal justice system is insufficient and 
untrustworthy. Especially in situations where there is an unequal balance of power between the victim 
and the attacker, such as the workplace, the victim may believe they are too powerless to confront their 
attacker. This fear and power balance is visible in the Weinstein scandal, where women did not come 
forward to confront a famous and influential Hollywood director for years or even decades because they 
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believed that there would be no consequences for their attacker, or that they would not be taken 
seriously, or that their careers would suffer.  
Finally, women tend not to report sexual violence because they fear they will not be believed, or 
that their attack was not significant enough to warrant a report. It is to be noted that modern society 
has become more willing to believe the claims of rape victims over the past twenty years, evident in the 
number of Americans willing to believe Dr. Ford, when in a remarkably similar 1991 hearing between 
Judge Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill nowhere near as many Americans believed Hill’s testimony.237 
However, surveys demonstrate that one year after the heyday of the #MeToo movement, the American 
public had actually become more skeptical about claims of sexual violence, suggesting that even after 
the #MeToo era women can still be reluctant to report for fear of not being believed.238 This fear is a 
reason why it difficult for a single woman to step forward against an attacker, and sometimes results in 
dozens of women accusing the same man before there are consequences, such as in the cases of 
Weinstein, and of USA Gymnastics doctor Larry Nasser, who assaulted over 150 girls over two decades 
before being accused and sentenced.239 Furthermore, many women, especially teenagers and young 
adults, are often uncertain of what about an encounter makes it ‘enough’ to report to someone. 
Everyday Sexism founder Laura Bates has commented that after informing young girls that the definition 
for sexual assault in the UK includes unwanted touching of a sexual nature, many girls came up to her to 
express surprise that something so simple and prevalent in their lives could be classified as sexual 
assault.240  
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Interestingly enough, this trend of women not being believed for their complaints is not unique 
to sexual assault. This trend is also visible in the medical field with the Yentl Syndrome, a phenomenon 
where women are initially less likely to be taken seriously by medical professionals or receive treatment 
for complaints of pain until they “prove that they are as sick as male patients.”241 Studies have found 
that in comparable medical situations “women who seek help are less likely than men to be taken 
seriously when they report pain and are less likely to have their pain adequately treated.”242 Though it is 
possible to determine that men and women are treated differently, it is not always possible to 
determine why, as biological, social, and cultural factors, which cannot be isolated from each other, all 
combine to formulate different experiences for different genders. So although it may not be possible to 
specifically pinpoint the exact reason why women tend to be believed less than men in comparable 
situations, it is possible to observe that there is a trend of women’s complaints being taken less seriously 
than those of men.  
The belief that many accusations of sexual violence are false is a form of victim blaming, 
because it assigns the blame of some people who do fabricate accusations to all people who claim to 
have been a victim of sexual violence. Additionally, it places emphasis not on victims of sexual assault, 
but on men who could potentially be falsely accused, and creates a social attitude that the potential 
suffering of men is greater than the actual suffering of victims, who again are approximately ninety 
percent female.243   
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On December 2nd of 2017 the popular comedy show Saturday Night Live aired a sketch with 
female cast members and guest star Saoirse Ronan titled “Welcome to Hell.”244 The music video-themed 
sketch jokingly informed male viewers that several recent sexual assault scandals were no surprise to 
women, because “every girl knows” about sexual violence already. The song is upbeat and is intended to 
be a joke, but also answers the question “why didn’t [women] say something” about the gendered 
danger of sexual violence with a definitive, “we definitely did – for hundreds of years.”245 It clearly 
suggests that sexism and sexual violence are not just problems of modern women, but of generations of 
women from previous centuries as well. Even a casual and humorous analysis of modern sexual violence 
is able to recognize that women have been suffering throughout history, which suggests that perhaps 
our modern notion of rape culture is not unique to the past fifty years.  
Despite changing definitions and social attitudes, sexual violence has remained a fairly standard 
aspect of society over the two eras that I have examined. If anything is to be gathered from this 
research, it is that rape is a difficult subject of study in both the past and in the modern era, due to the 
combination of the difficulty in proving its occurrence, changing definitions over time, unequal power 
balances between genders, and social stigmas regarding sex, gender, and sexual violence. One goal of 
this research is to determine whether Victorian England, like modern America, could potentially be 
classified as a rape culture. Despite no universal definition on what constitutes a ‘rape culture,’ I have 
observed what I believe to be the two core components of rape culture based on my research: sexual 
objectification of women and a cultural tendency to blame victims of sexual violence instead of 
perpetrators. Thus, if the core components of rape culture are defined as sexual objectification and 
victim blaming and Victorian England demonstrates each through various methods, producing the same 
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normalization of sexual violence that is visible today, then it is logical to conclude that based on the 
given framework Victorian England could very possibly be a prime example of a ‘rape culture.’  
 Because the factors of rape culture in this work are of my own classification, due to no universal 
consensus on the qualities which constitute a rape culture, I cannot definitively conclude that Victorian 
society is absolutely an example of a rape culture. However, I can conclude that it met my own 
definitions for a rape culture, and that at the very least, it is quite probable that Victorian society 
demonstrates several core components of rape culture that are similar to components visible in modern 
society. First, both Victorian England and modern America and Britain show evidence of sexually 
objectifying women. Though the instruments of sexual objectification have changed over time, 
especially due to increased inclusion of women in society and the further development of media 
technology, the overall result for each society is that women are primarily considered by men as being 
meant for sex rather than valued for individual personalities. Second, both modern society and Victorian 
society demonstrate various attitudes of victim blaming. Though the reasoning may be slightly different 
over time, the situations in which victim blaming occurs has remained fairly consistent since the 
nineteenth century. Both societies exhibit victim blaming tendencies when considering clothing, alcohol, 
and consent within marriage. Other categories, such as previous sexual history in the Victorian period 
and false accusations and underreporting in the modern era, are not the same but can also be 
understood as victim blaming. 
 Together, the tendencies to value women for sex and to not believe those who claim to have 
been victims of sexual violence create a social devaluing of women and a normalization of sexual 
violence. This is evident in each of the researched eras, and strongly suggests that rape culture is not 
solely a phenomenon of the last fifty years, but is visible in Victorian England, and perhaps other 
historical societies as well. Obviously sexual violence is a depressing topic, but that only makes it more 
important to research. If, as my research suggests, normalization of sexual violence is evident in a 
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variety of historical periods, then the first thing to do is to inform people about the manifestation of 
rape culture both now and in the past, and to find out more. If we can better understand the breadth 
and depth of rape culture, we will be more prepared to dismantle it, and recognize sexual violence for 
the harm that it is rather than allowing it to be trivialized. Just as Leslie Morgan Steiner calls for survivors 
of domestic abuse to “break the silence” and the #MeToo movement calls for women to speak up, I 
agree that the best way to press forward is to discuss rape culture and inform others about it. We must 
find out more about how rape culture has affected women in the past and how it is affecting us now, so 
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